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This thesis explores the quotidian imaginative practices of city dwellers in the social 
urban context of Dhaka, the capital city of Bangladesh. Driven by a desire to 
understand the psycho-social and cultural associations – the invisible properties – of 
the city in the context of everyday life, the city of the mind has been deployed as a 
speculative method. With that the study embraces both the lived and imaginary 
properties of the city that remain equally understudied and marginalised in urban 
discourse in general. The central focus of the research has been to see what the roles 
of the city of the mind are in the everyday negotiation of the hard city and to what 
extent and capacity imagination   gets   employed   to   reconstruct   the   dwellers’  
experiences in locating themselves in the urban world. The empirical content of the 
study – personal narratives, authoritative discourse on the city and popular cultural 
texts – offers a critique of the traditionally circulated idea of the visible and tangible 
city as significantly limited and helps deconstruct it to make way for a broader and 
nuanced understanding of the city, which in turn embraces the most contradictory 
trends and diverse patterns of thinking about the city. Together, these trends uncover 
newer realities where the city of the mind is found to be an embedded urban social 
practice and popular cultural products and practices as alternative sources of 
knowledge production about the city. 
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My interest in this research grew out of a personal failing – not being able to read 
maps. Maps overwhelm me. Once, while travelling abroad, someone handed me a 
map after I asked for directions  to  a  friend’s  place.  I  had  never  felt  more  clueless.  But  
it got me into thinking more about this ‘flaw,’ which may not entirely be attributable 
to my personal disability. I was born and raised in Dhaka, the capital city of 
Bangladesh, where the ability to read maps does not necessarily count as one of the 
life skills one picks up while growing up. Not reading maps, therefore, is                                                             
more like a choice, such as not speaking another language, which one can do away 
with and yet live a life unperturbed.  
Thus, a simple curious quest to make sense of what seemed at that point to be 
a mere personal flaw provoked me into asking bigger questions about the urban world 
in which I live – why and how maps, the most customary of all travel aids could be 
forsaken in Dhaka or anywhere else in Bangladesh for so long? In fact, in its long 
period of existence, no detailed street map of Dhaka existed until 2011, when Dhaka 
A to Z Street Atlas: The easiest way to get to your destination was published. It is the 
only existing detailed street guide of the city and was published by the Asiatic society 
of   Bangladesh   as   part   of   Dhaka’s   400th birthday celebrations. Aimed at not only 
tourists but residents and people of all kinds, as the Editors point out in the 
Introduction, the guide book presents the most detailed visual representation of the 
city of the present time and promises to be an invaluable aid in mobility within the 
ever changing physical landscape of Dhaka (Husaain and Khan, 2011: viii-xv). Given 
that Dhaka on the surface readily gives an impression of a wild city that simply resists 
being mapped, planned and controlled, this is a daunting task. The challenge is made 
more demanding by the spontaneous, informal growth of the city, and its countless, 
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numberless, nameless lanes, by lanes and streets with many names. Sometimes, 
streets, like people, are given pet names by the locals, which are not officially 
registered with the city authority. These private signifiers may have no presence in 
the official documents as such, but they are widely used by the local navigators – 
rickshaw pullers and people living in that neighbourhood. For instance, Jhilpar, a 
locally given street name referring to the large pond or Jhil adjacent to the street is 
more in currency locally while the officially designated name or number for that 
street has fallen into complete disuse. There are also instances where streets have 
been arbitrarily renamed as a commemorative act but on a local level.1 Thus, apart 
from usual landmarks, over bearing structures or other environmental features, 
sometimes otherwise unimportant events are made an intricate part of a place forging 
a strange and unpredictable connection, making them not only a part of the local 
repository but a more defining characteristic of the place than a number or an official 
name. Given this context, one cannot but be cynical about the new  Street  Guide’s  
ambitious name – an  “A  to  Z”   to   the  city.   It professes to be a complete guidebook, 
without which Dhaka dwellers seem to have managed to fare hundreds of years in the 
city. Moreover, coming out of a research project and as part of a series of 19 books, 
the   reach   of   this   publication   outside   some   specialists’   enclave remain doubtful. 
Considering this, it seems only logical to ask: If this 304.04 square kilometre city has 
been navigable for so long without customary aids such as maps, how do city 
dwellers negotiate the city? This air of maplessness pervades Dhaka on many levels. 
Take any official discourses on the city, be it the over-bearing ones such as master 
plans or small-scale ones such as city guidebooks, all seem equally defunct in the 
context of Dhaka. Apparently, the widespread distrust and unreliability of these 
traditional discourses among the dwellers have pushed them into such disuse, making                                                              1 One of the most intriguing examples of such renaming practices is a case mentioned by one informant where a local street was renamed after a murdered local goon by his associates and followers, as if in mockery of the continuous renaming practices done by the city authority itself. They even put up an official looking signboard stating the imposed new name. 
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them self-serving, empty discourses in the context of Dhaka.2 Yet the greatest irony is 
that endorsed and prioritised by the city authority, practitioners and scholars (who 
work with, study and research on the city) maps, statistics, parameters based on 
absolute variables, quantifiable facts, built forms and other tangible markers have 
become the most common units of analysis that inform any discussions and 
imagination of ‘the  urban’  across  disciplines making them the most expected ways of 
seeing the city too.  
Generally speaking, these apparent guides to the city provide information 
relating to topography, demography, physical infrastructure, history among others. 
There is no denying that these are necessary knowledge and they enrich one’s  
understanding of a place. The danger arises when these tangible (and visible) markers 
are taken for granted as the most trusted guides to the city at the detriment and often 
annihilation of numerous other immaterial ones, which form a major portion of our 
urban experience, however disorderly and unmappable they may be. Regardless of 
these complexities, the official discourse offers structural remedy for all ills for a city 
that in their own terms does not yield to any systematisation. Moreover, one result of 
such unquestioned prioritising practices is that we get wired to depend on tangibility, 
often solely linked with visibility, to see, read and tell the city simply because it is 
easier to classify and order. We also fail to notice that such ordering automatically 
entails taming or controlling the chaotic intangibility 3  either by showing no 
cognisance or by denying them space of any import in the traditional urban discourse. 
The most disconcerting aspect about this culture of tangibility-visibility is how slowly 
but steadily it grooms us to believe that the city we live in has an orderly existence 
                                                             2 I discuss the reasons behind the perils of urban plans and other traditional markers and navigational tools in the context of Dhaka in Chapter Five at great length.  3 By chaotic intangibility I refer to things, experiences or associations of the city such as memory, desire, aspiration etc. about the city that do not quite fit into the preconceived and commonly held idea of the city as an out and out physical space, corresponding to a totally laid out plan, completely understandable and negotiable by reason and logic alone.  
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and anything out of that order is unimportant, if not completely redundant, to be 
considered  as  part  of  the  experience  we  so  fondly  call  “urban.”  Even  though  most  of  
the immaterial associations of the city, due to their unpredictability, volatile nature, 
and resistance to any ordering impulses, are seen as chaotic by-products, that does not 
make them any less real. Nor does it invalidate the fact that city dwellers continue to 
invent and indulge in such disorderly means of negotiating their habitat, which are 
never taken into account in the legitimate accounts of the city. Thus, the other ways 
of negotiating the city, which must have existed in cities like Dhaka, remain 
unnoticed and eventually get lost into oblivion under the overbearing presence of the 
established and unquestioned cannon of thinking about the city.  
Situated in this context, my research was conceived with an urge to go 
beyond this technical, statistical, demographical focus that beset the discussion of the 
urban and to open new avenues to think and understand the city in a more nuanced 
and wholesome manner. To this end, the present research prioritises the city of the 
mind that takes into account the intangible associations of the hard city and proposes 
to examine them not only as an alternative way to negotiate the city but as a social 
intermediary   for   the   dwellers   for   constructing   and   reconstructing   “the   urban”   for  
themselves. In other words, the research foregrounds the city that we bear in our mind 
and that is constantly in dialectic with the physical city as an important constituent of 
urban space and urban social reality, no less formidable in clout than the much 
researched issues like poverty, race or gender. 
1.1. Why the City of the Mind? 
There could be two broad ways of looking at the city: morphologically, and through 
lived experiences and social praxis as represented in different mediums of expression. 
These two ways are not antithetical to each other but must coexist. However, as one 
approaches the city, it remains essentially an imagined entity: imagined either in 
terms of conventional markers such as walls, frontiers, borders, materiality etc. or in 
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terms of lived experiences, with all their indistinctiveness and porosity. While the 
morphological city is represented in maps, physical structures, residential projects, 
urban plans, the lived city is represented in various acts of articulated imagination like 
literary texts, popular media, the daily discursive realities of its inhabitants, habitual 
practices, images, icons, and numerous other forms of public culture of daily life. 
Keeping this permeation of imagination in all levels of the urban social reality in 
mind, this research chooses the city of the mind as the primary unit of analysis. The 
term “city   of   the   mind,”   as   used   in   this   thesis,   refers   to   the   mindscape   or   mental  
representation of the city by the ordinary city dweller. Contrary to popular 
understanding, it is a construction, which bears a strong imprint of both the lived and 
the imaginary city – often misconstrued as antithetical entities. This specific concept 
is deployed to do justice to the breadth of vision the research demands. The thesis 
attempts to uncover the complex dynamics of the mindscape through its two most 
prominent expressions – popular images and imaginaries of the city. The image of the 
city that the dweller nurtures in her/his mind is often misconceived as a 
straightforward reflection of the physical city and the imaginary as fictitious and 
completely detached  from  the  outer  “reality.”  By embracing this dual embodiment of 
imagination in the urban context, the city of the mind provides a rare chance to 
critically engage with imaginative practices of the urban dweller so as to engender a 
clearer perception and meaningful articulation around them.4 
Dhaka as a capital city alone is 400 years old now.5 In these long years the 
city has evolved in many capacities. It has grown geographically, changed 
graphically, become more inclusive of a variety of people who have not only changed 
                                                             4 See Chapter Two, for a more detailed discussion on the use of the concept in the context of this thesis. 5 Even	  though	  scholars	  are	  not	  in	  absolute	  consensus	  about	  Dhaka’s	  pre	  Mughal	  history,	  evidence of Dhaka’s	  existence	  can	  be	  found	  in	  the	  early	  centuries	  of	  Christian	  era,	  which	  dates back to 7th century A.D. See Dani (2009: 11-24) for a discussion on pre-Muslim antiquities of Dhaka.   
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the demography of the city but have contributed to its unique plasticity, privacy and 
freedom. As a result, the city now expands in all subjective directions in different 
temporal and spatial order, making it both a hard and soft city simultaneously.6 This 
is   true  of  any  cities,  as  Calvino’s  Venice,  Raban’s  London  or  Benjamin’s  Paris will 
attest. For these virtuosos, everyone has his/her own private metropolis, which again 
is a palimpsest of diverse experiences and memories and hence there is no single 
position from which to grasp the city as a whole. 
Therefore, at once the city of modernity, a place of glitz and glam, a land of 
opportunities, a dystopian place where every nook and corner exudes danger, Dhaka 
is all of these and many more. Such porosity suggests that there is more to the hard 
city that is apparently susceptible to the logical mind and brings to fore uncountable 
other cities that elude its grasp. Constantly seeping out from between the 
cartographer’s   lines,   these   invisible   cities   unpredictably   splodge   the   definitive  
numbers, tabulations and indexes with something chaotic and disorderly, at times 
extraneous but impossible to discount. The list of such malleable cities is simply 
inexhaustible but the point is not how many of such forms exist or which of these is 
the real city. Raban (1974), in his marvel of a book called Soft City has articulated the 
truth  of  the  matter  long  back:  “The  truest  city  is  the  most  private”  (242).  The  point  is  
rather basic: what are these abstract forms, where do they come from and what is their 
relationship to the hard city we live in? In trying to answer these queries, I contend 
that there is a need to understand the private/soft cities as a vital socio-urban 
phenomenon that is constitutive of the modern urban experience. I aim to explore 
how these invisible, imaginary, soft cities are formed and maintained by the 
predominant social groups living in Dhaka and what they contribute to  the  dwellers’  
understanding and negotiation of the hard city. Accordingly, the major probe in this 
dissertation will be: what is the role of the soft city in the everyday negotiation of the                                                              6While hard city denotes the tangible, physical city of built forms governed by a deterministic logic, soft city refers to the immaterial and elastic network of the lived and imaginary city formed by daily experience, need, dream or desire about the city. 
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hard  city?  To  what  extent  is  imagination  being  employed  to  reconstruct  the  dwellers’  
experiences in locating themselves in the urban world? By addressing these queries 
the thesis hopes to make room for everyday imaginative practices as an analytical 
tool, which I believe, will broaden the scope of the city discourse beyond what is 
conditioned as legitimate and facilitate a fuller understanding of what we know as the 
“urban”.     
1.2. Whose Imaginative Practices? 
My research revolves around the Dhaka or Dhakas as conceived, experienced, borne 
and disseminated by three types of city dwellers, categorized based on their links to 
the physical city and their relationships with it. I originally intended to use a 
demonym,   “Dhakaite” to denote all Dhaka dwellers, but the intricate complexities 
inherent in such ascription soon dawned on me. Hence, I decided not to use any 
definitive umbrella term to avoid   undue   generalisation   of   the   dwellers’ diverse 
attachments and relationships to the city. In this section, I introduce these 
predominant social groups of Dhaka dwellers – original locals, long-term residents 
and migrants to the city – who are also the main actors of my research. I have 
categorised them under these social types which are not based on social class that can 
very often mislead people into thinking of the groups in terms of their financial 
standing and social clout alone. I have not included other types of residents, such as 
the floating population, the homeless and slum dwellers due to the limited scope of 
the thesis.  
Before I embark on this mammoth task of describing what Dhaka means for 
its dwellers, some general facts and clarifications on the population of Dhaka and 
these particular social types themselves are due here. Compared to the other major 
cities of Bangladesh –  Chittagong’s   3.3   million,   Rajshahi’s   3.83,   Khulna’s   1.5,  
Sylhet’s  .28  or  Barishal’s  .2  million,  Dhaka’s  population  is  a  staggering  12  million  for  
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its total area of 304.04 sq. km, which accounts for more than one third of 
Bangladesh’s  total  urban  population.7 Unfortunately, no data were found on the social 
types of people that the research engages with. Hence it was not possible to gauge any 
absolute number or percentage of population the groups constitute vis-à-vis other 
cities or the whole country. There is also the problem of lack of consistency in the 
official statistics, as they refer to various administrative units of Dhaka. For example, 
the population census is based on Dhaka Statistical Metropolitan Area (DSMA), 
while a majority of the available research, surveys and reports are based on either the 
Greater Dhaka, i.e. or Dhaka Metropolitan Development Planning Area (DMDP), the 
Dhaka Metropolitan Area (DMA) or The Dhaka City Corporation (DCC) area – all 
relating to different administrative units of the city. There is also no official statistics 
on citizens based on their residency status that characterise the actors of this research. 
Therefore, it was difficult to deduce a coherent and reliable number for these social 
groups in DCC alone. 
1.2.1. Original Locals/Dhakaiya  
Dhakaiyas are the original locals that have no ancestral home outside Dhaka like the 
other two social groups under study. Dhakaiyas are said to be the indigenous dwellers 
of the city and constitute around 20% of the total population of Dhaka city (Khatun, 
2003:27). Most of the Dhakaiyas live in the old quarter of the city, popularly known 
as Old Dhaka, on the north bank of river Buriganga where the seat of power was 
located during the Mughal rule.8 This was where the city started as a capital and is 
imbued with historic significance and physical remnants of the past: the big fort, the 
dilapidated buildings and creations of the Mughals. Old Dhaka has now transformed                                                              7 For more on Dhaka and other cities of Bangladesh see Daily	  Star’s	  15th anniversary special issue, retrieved from  http://thedailystar.net/suppliments/2006/15thanniv/ourcities/ourcities01.htm (accessed on 14th march, 2011) 8 Khatun (2003), referring to various researchers, identifies two parts of Dhaka – Old and New. The old railway tract which lies in present day Hathkhola, Sonargao Road is the line of demarcation between the two. The area South of this line is roughly taken as Old Dhaka and New Dhaka on the North. See Khatun (2003) for a detailed discussion. 
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into one of the most congested and dense areas of the city with proverbial narrow 
roads and alleys.9  Like the place itself, the people who live there provide a strange 
matrix between the glorious past and the grim present. As indigenes, Dhakaiyas seem 
to have inherited the city. Being members of the earliest community of the city, theirs 
is also the only group that still practices a community life, with shared values, rituals, 
practices, and a common way of living, the last vestiges of the kind that reminds one 
of similar village communities. They are also the most socially integrated of Dhaka 
city dwellers, marked by cohesive neighbourhood practices that strengthen the unity. 
Moreover, they have their own unique language and life style that make them stand 
apart from the rest of the city dwellers.  
The Dhakaiyas are also the most geographically localized group of all Dhaka 
residents. They live mostly in Old Dhaka, even though many second and third 
generation Dhakaiyas are now shifting their bases to new Dhaka in response to the 
their own changing socio-economic structure and that of the city. Most Dhakaiyas 
have inherited lands and houses in the area, even though in most cases it remains a 
shared ownership with many members of the family. This ownership of landed 
property along with family business may make them appear as an affluent class in 
general, but this is not the case. There are specialized zones or professionally 
segregated areas of Old Dhaka where comparatively low-income occupation groups 
are predominant, such as Koshai Toli, Shakhari Bazar, Tanti Bazar among others.  
I should also clarify here that the  term  “Dhakaiya” does not denote a uniform 
and monolithic social group. Nor is everyone living in old Dhaka an original local. As 
Dhaka flourished as a centre of trade and commerce, it attracted diverse groups of 
people – foreign merchants, local businessmen, artisan, craftsmen and manufacturers, 
                                                             9 According to the 1991 Population Census of Bangladesh, with the exception of two, all the high density wards, meaning the smallest unit of local government (with more than 84,000 per sq. km) were located in Old Dhaka. See Khatun (2003) for a detail demographic comparison of Old and New Dhaka. 
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who later settled in the city permanently, diversifying the demographic and socio 
economic constitution of Dhakaiyas. Citing existing research on Old Dhaka, Khatun 
(2003) identifies two predominant groups of Dhakaiyas: Khusbas/Sukhbas and Kuttis. 
While the former refers to the descendants of the early settlers from the Mughal and 
pre Mughal period, that include foreign and local merchants, traders and salaried 
professionals associated to the city administration, the latter refers to the descendants 
of the rural migrants who came in later and were mostly engaged in various kinds of 
manual labour and low income professions. It is said that during the great famine of 
1770 many people from the surrounding areas of Dhaka, especially those who were in 
a state of extreme destitute came to the city and took husking paddy (Dhan Kota in 
Bangla) as their profession. Probably the name, Kutti is derived from their association 
with the menial job of husking, kota in Bangla (Mamoon, 2009:45). 
The Kuttis speak Dhakaiya Bangla unlike Dhakaiya Urdu, which is the 
tongue of comparatively upper class Khusbas/Sukhbas. As noted earlier, not all 
indigenous dwellers of the city are Kuttis, yet, very often, they are interchangeably 
thought of as Dhakaiyas. One reason for this could be that Kuttis, commonly 
characetrised as being less educated, speaking a Urdu-Bangla mixed dialect and 
lacking sophistication in taste by the upper and upper middle class educated people 
are the most common and stereotypical media representation of Dhakaiyas. 
Apart from these two groups there are other kinds of settlers too, who have 
migrated from their once ancestral homes in the neighbouring areas of Keraniganj, 
Jinjira, Aminbazar or other nearby places, located mostly on the other side of the 
river. There are also non-Dhakaiyas who are not original locals or owners of property 
in the old town but choose to live there for easy access to their respective 
workstations. Indigenous Dhakaiyas, generally consider these new settlers as Bangal 
or   people   who   are   “not Khash (genuine).” Such flow of people, resulting in 
assimilation with the rest of the city population is not one directional. Khatun’s 
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(2003) extensive study of the patterns of intra-urban residential migration among 
Dhakaiyas themselves shows how it is an increasing trend among Dhakaiyas, which 
is directly related to their changing class composition, level of education and 
attainment of social mobility.  
The authoritative account of Dhaka Shomitee (Dhaka society) charts out the 
required  characteristics  to  be  considered  as  Dhakaiyas  as  “presently  owning  or  owned  
the   inherited   land   in  Dhaka  city  as  recorded   in   the  Cadastral  map  of  1912”  which   is  
more than 80 years (as cited in Khatun, 2003: 28). Given the complexities inherent in 
the very term Dhakaiya, when I refer to Dhakaiyas in this research I mean people who 
were born and raised in Old Dhaka and have been living there for no less than three 
generations. To be inclusive of the intra-group variety in terms of the changing socio-
economic conditions and tap into their possible bearing on the nature of the imaginary 
of the city, I have also incorporated some Dhakaiyas who once owned (or still own) 
property and lived there but have eventually migrated to new Dhaka.  
1.2.2. Long-Term Residents  
These are the people who still have their ancestral homes outside Dhaka but 
have been living in the city for more than half the duration of their lives. Many are 
second or third generation migrants who were born here. They are different from the 
migrants in that despite their still existing link to the ancestral homes, they have 
settled down in the city permanently with no intention of going back. For most of 
them, who have settled permanently in Dhaka, it means land or property ownership of 
various scales in the city, which they consider their home. Hence, improving their 
living conditions in the city remains their first priority. Consequently and compared 
to the migrant, the long-term resident’s link to the rural village remains very passive 
or   inert.   The   weak   connection   manifests   itself   in   the   resident’s   sporadic   physical  
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works more as a point of ceremonial identification and recognition of their origin or 
root. This they retain, often vicariously, through various compensatory acts of 
infrastructural development of the ancestral home, village etc. or donation for a local 
cause. This group is also the least localized of the three types that are part of the 
research project. They live across the city and can be found across class. The second 
generation onward, these people can also said to have inherited the city as they have 
been living here all their lives.  
1.2.3. Migrants to the City 
 Migrants, as their name suggests, are those who have migrated to Dhaka for 
either work or education. They have an active link with their ancestral home in the 
rural areas. This is probably the largest group of the city dwellers supporting the 
commonly  believed  notion  of  Dhaka  as  a  city  of  outsiders.  “Dhaka  is  a  city  of  recent  
migrants,”   claims   geographer   and  urban   scholar  Nazrul   Islam   (1996:55).  According 
to a 1981 survey by Islam, out of 884 heads of household in Dhaka Metropolitan 
Area, 719 or 81% were found to be migrants while only the rest (19%) of the house 
heads had non-migrant status (Ibid). No specific data on social types such as the ones 
the research engages with were found in Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics or other 
research bodies to complement these findings.  
A general conception about migrants is that they are from a lower economic 
class. Even though a vast majority of the migrants do come from the working class, 
providing the daily services that Dhaka needs to survive, there are other sorts of 
migrants too – students who live in hostels, mess or shared apartments and young 
professionals who are here for a good job or business. My selection of informants 
from this group was done with a view to reflect this intra-group diversity. What sets 
them   apart   from   the   other   two   groups   is   their   “working   relationship”   with   the   city  
alongside their strongly active pull towards their home resulting in their essentially 
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mobile nature. These people come to and live in Dhaka to earn their living or advance 
their career, but they are constantly in touch with their original homes, which they 
either support financially or are supported by that. Most of them regularly go back to 
their original homes during holidays and festivals like Eid, Puja etc. giving Dhaka the 
much coveted emptiness and respite from crowd and traffic jam on the roads. Even 
though intimate social bonds and sometimes clubs, forums and social groups by 
migrants are noticeable in neighbourhoods, work place etc. they are not localised in 
special geographical enclaves as such and live scattered through out the city 
according to their financial ability, profession and overall social standing. 
1.3. Why Dhaka? 
The location of the research is Dhaka, the capital city of Bangladesh. One of the 
reasons for choosing Dhaka for the study is my personal association and familiarity 
with the city. I grew up and lived most of my life in this city. I consider this first hand 
experience of living in the research locale to be beneficial in many ways, the least of 
which is to facilitate a smoother penetration into the so-called  “field”.   
Secondly, I chose Dhaka partly due to the unique trajectory the city has 
traversed over the years, placing it in a complex socio-economic-cultural matrix and 
making it an interesting research locale for urban studies. Not many cities in the 
world have such volatile shifts in status as Dhaka, which was conferred the status of 
capital on four different occasions. 10 As historian Kudaisya (2008) observes, the 
status of the capital is writ large on the hard city as it goes through a whirlwind of 
developmental activities that progress or regress corresponding   to   the   city’s   status.                                                               10 Dhaka, then known as Jahangirnagar, was made the capital of Bengal for the first time by Islam Khan in 1608 under the Mughal emperor Jahangir and retained the status till 1704 when the capital was moved to Murshidabad; The city again got the status of capital of East Bengal and Asam during the first partition of Bengal in 1905, which was annulled in 1911; in 1947, during the Pakistani rule Dhaka became the provincial capital of East Pakistan and then in 1971, it attained the status of the capital of an independent country, Bangladesh and has remained so ever since.  
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Such tumultuous process has ripple effects reaching beyond the physical cityscape. 
Each time Dhaka gained prominence, its infrastructure was worked on, its 
demography changed, the city grew in size having to accommodate a sea of migrants 
from the outskirts and rural inlands of the country. Similarly when the city was 
forsaken by the political whims of its overlords, it faced changes in the reverse 
direction. Caught between such pendular movements, the general imaginary of the 
city also swung from a city conducive to great trade to one of great sleep to that of 
hope and of ruin and decay (Kudaisya, 225). The political and economical 
transformations  were  bound  to  spill  over  to  the  city’s  social  and  cultural  bearings  and  
vice versa. Therefore, Dhaka, with such vigorous shifts in history and corresponding 
cultural politics at play, offers an interesting case for studying the interplay of the 
social and the physical with all its complexities.  
Other than its ever-oscillating political graph, the pool of descriptive terms – 
aptly   considered   as   “dubious   designation[s]”   by   urban scholar and practioner 
Ashraf’(2012)   – showered on Dhaka in the available urban literature is also quite 
intriguing for a researcher due to the contradictory drifts it engulfs within (42). Dhaka 
is  truly  what  urban  expert  Islam  calls  a  “premature  megacity”  constantly jostling with 
the disparity between the high sounding epithets that an unprecedented growth in 
population and size has accorded to it and the concurrent chaotic, disorderly realities 
that surround and engulf it (Seabrook, 1996: 257). For example, starting with one 
million at the time of its first census in 1974, statistically, this primate city has 
remained one of the world's fastest growing cities, passing from a population of eight 
million to twelve million in its extended areas in the last decade alone (BBS Main 
Census Result, 2011). Juxtaposed with its high concentration of commercial, cultural 
and   political   activities   is   Dhaka’s   common   image   of   a   ruralised   city.   An   air   of  
rusticity pervades the whole of Dhaka, making Dhaka a ruralised metropolis than an 
urbanised one, claims urbanist Islam (as cited in Seabrook, 1996: 257-262). With 
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mixed land use patterns, no zonal control, ever proliferating informal sectors, and an 
inscrutable mixture of pre- and post- urban   spatial   features,  Dhaka’s  morphology   is 
like any other old city of the Indian subcontinent in this regard. Islam’s   claim, 
however, is based on the habits and customs that millions of rural migrants have 
brought to the metropolitan area. Eminent Bengali poet Syed Shamsul Haq also 
confirms how for most people living in the city, the fact that they are all essentially 
rural is self-evident (as cited in Seabrook, 1996:77). Haq provides an interesting 
insight   into  how  this   ruralising   tendency   is   embedded   in   the   city  dweller’s  practices  
and responses to the city:  
We look upon the car in the same way we look upon our bullock cart. This is 
why we drive so dangerously. After all, we had no part in the invention of the 
car. If it stalls, we kick it in the same way we might kick a bullock. A 
westerner might also kick his car if it breaks down, but the westerner will do 
it in rage at the mechanical breakdown; we will do it as though it were a 
living creature [and respond to our interventions] (as cited in Seabrook, 
1996:77).  
These urban complexities confront the city population – inhabitants, observers as well 
as planners – with contradictions that ask for expanding and redefining the existing 
ways of thinking about the city. In particular, in cities like Dhaka, euro-centric 
conceptions of urban societies are challenged by a symptomatic fragmentation, 
appropriation, and expropriation that need to be addressed if any attempt at how 
urban societies in this part of the world work is to be understood. 
Moreover, the continuous surge of ascriptions coming out of a regular flow of 
reports and surveys conducted by city practitioners from home and abroad have 
deeper consequences for Dhaka as it is a primate city and in fact, the city in 
Bangladesh.11 All other cities in the country want to replicate this model. As a centre                                                              11 Geographer Mark Jefferson defines primate city as the leading city of a country being "at least twice as large as the next largest city and more than twice as significant." In his observation, the primate city dominates all other cities in the country not only in terms of its population size, but in all other activities, including economic, political and cultural serving as a national focal point. For more details on his view	  see	  Jefferson’s	  "The	  Law	  of	  the Primate City". Compared to the other major cities of Bangladesh –  Chittagong’s	  3.3	  
million,	  Rajshahi’s	  3.83,	  Khulna’s	  1.5,	  Sylhet’s	  .28	  or	  Barishal’s	  .2	  million,	  Dhaka’s	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of resource concentration as well as social and environmental vulnerability and social 
inequity,   Dhaka,   the   “half-managed   city”   is   blighted   by   “the   worst   form   of  
urbanization,”  researcher and columnist Afsan Chowdhury (2006) claims. Surrounded 
by  the  “facts  and  figures  of  doom,”12 a great amount of intellectual attention claimed 
by  Dhaka’s  slums,  sustainability,  transportation,  law  and  order  etc.  – being the most 
researched aspects of the city – is therefore not uncalled for (Ashraf, 2012: 44). In 
addition,   Dhaka’s   inefficient   governance   issues   only   make   the flow of epithets so 
regularly bestowed on the city appear all the more natural. 
These attributions are relevant for this study in two ways. Firstly, such gaps 
between these representations (and expectations they incite) and the reality, mostly 
attended as problems, are so constant that they have come to be associated as an 
integral part of the urban life now. Hence, they are no less instrumental in marking 
the contours of the  imaginative  sphere  of  the  “urban,” so much so that the citizens of 
Dhaka  have  naturalised  the  idea  of  themselves  as  “fated,  helplessly  and  hopelessly,  to  
live and endure  a  diabolic  city,”  as  Ashraf’s  observation reveals (2012:44).  
Furthermore, the fact that the lived Dhaka continuously produces and 
enriches its own signification repertoire with a diverse range of reference points gets 
subsumed under the reductive epithets produced by statistical surveys that compare 
cities of different socio-economic-cultural composition across the world in the 
parameters of population, corruption, education, mortality rate, environmental 
hazards etc.13 These surveys, by their sheer prolificacy, seem to render any attempt to                                                                                                                                                                population is a staggering 12 million for its total area of 304.04 sq km.  The comparative statistics of the six major cities of Bangladesh can be found in The	  Daily	  Star’s 15th anniversary special issue, retrieved from  http://thedailystar.net/suppliments/2006/15thanniv/ourcities/ourcities01.htm (accessed on 14th march, 2011).  12 For example Dhaka is frequently referred to as the most populous and dense city, the second worst liveable city as well as corrupt city for consecutive years among others. 13 For example in a 2011 survey conducted by London based weekly newspaper 
Economists’ research wing Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU), Dhaka secured second 
position	  as	  the	  least	  liveable	  city	  among	  140	  cities	  of	  the	  world.	  Zimbabwe’s	  capital	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engage with the imaginary secondary, if not redundant. Defined by superlatives these 
statistical, quantifiable and functional representations deny any room for the vivacity 
of the popular imagination, which alongside the received representational patterns, 
accommodates the random, the fleeting, and the fortuitous that are replete with 
suggestions, aspirations and dream about the city. Even more detrimental is the fact 
that this cauldron of negativity with superlative affixes makes reading the city in 
absolute terms a common place and typical response to the city while the domain of 
the imagination with many other contrary discourses jostle underneath, yet to be 
recognised as if to complement the suggestive name of the city, which, interestingly 
enough, is a Bangla   word   meaning   “concealed”.14 Therefore, figuratively speaking, 
this research is an attempt at uncovering what the city conceals, salvaging the effaced, 
the lost space from under the sweeping, totalitarian all inclusive conceptual place, that 
Dhaka – or any city, for that matter – is. 
Finally, the most intriguing reason for choosing Dhaka is that it provides a 
rare chance to examine how the concept and the lived city function in a non-western                                                                                                                                                                Harare took the lead, beating Dhaka  by 1.2 point. For details see the Daily Prothom Alo web edition of 22/02/2100  at  http://www.prothom-alo.com/detail/date/2011-02-22/news/133136 (accessed on 16/03/2011).  14 I’m	  indebted	  to	  Kazi	  Khaleed	  Ashraf	  who	  pointed	  out	  this	  uncanny	  twist	  in	  Dhaka’s	  name in many of his publications including the recent one Designing Dhaka. The name of Dhaka has a disputed origin. There are three contesting stories about the origin of the name, and none directly relates this with its meaning. The most famous story says that the name came from the Dhak trees that were found in abundance in the areas that now form Dhaka. The second story relates the name to the 11th century Dhakeswari temple that is situated in the old quarters of the city. And the third and less circulated story that comes closest to bridge the gap between the name and its meaning is that Goddess Durga 
was	  found	  concealed	  (and	  hence	  ‘dhaka’)	  in	  this area. No one, however, has claimed any connection of the name to any surreptitious propensity of the city as the Bangla word 
suggests.	  It’s	  a	  dubious	  name	  to	  have,	  considered	  from	  that	  perspective.	  I have retained 
Asraf’s use of the term “concealed”	  as	  opposed	  to	  “covered”,	  which	  is	  the most commonly 
used	  English	  equivalent	  for	  the	  Bangla	  word	  “Dhaka.”	  It is to capture the negligence and 
unwillingness,	  which	  I	  consider	  as	  tacit	  denial	  of	  the	  “messiness”	  inherent	  in	  the	  experience of the urban on the part of the authoritative urban discourses. The traditional urban discourses, despite having presence of the imaginary city with all its disorderliness, neither acknowledge, nor make it explicit , wilfully denying it any room or value. The	  word	  “cover”	  could	  also connote positive intention, such as to protect or shield, behind such erasure, none of which was found relevant in the context of Dhaka. Conceal on the other hand captures the deliberate effort to obscure, hide or make invisible those associations of the city that are perceived as uncontrollable and beyond logical order and reason.  
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context. In  de  Certeau’s  (1984) formulation  “concept  city”  refers to the theoretically 
constructed, rational city as envisioned by its planners, which exists only as a 
concept. Founded by a rationalizing, totalizing impulse that works more towards an 
operational   concept   than   a   lived   reality,   the   planner’s   readable   city, as de Certeau 
shows, remains flawed and imperfect as it fails to account for the irrationalities and 
complexities   that   constantly   disrupt   the   “intrinsic   cityness”   presupposed   in   the  
concept of the city as laid out in the plan. Keeping de Certeau’s  (1984) critique of the 
concept city and his emphasis on the everyday in mind, Dhaka promises to be a very 
engaging research locale. With its reputation of being an unplanned city, 15  its 
notorious lack of adherence to any plans made afterwards and finally for being 
thoroughly lived and manipulated by its dwellers on all aspects of living, the expected 
roles of both the concept and the lived city are reconfigured in cities like Dhaka. 
Ideally, the formal, structural or hard city embodies the concept city of the planners. 
In contrast, nothing can be predicted in Dhaka based on an existing plan – be it an 
address or a built structure. Thus, in the context of Dhaka, to equate the hard city with 
the concept city would be a major generalisation. Moreover, the  people’s  city  holds  
sway in Dhaka and if anything is at stake here, it is the concept city itself! Living in 
Dhaka involves too much engagement with the street level and too much interference 
from   the  people’s   city,   so  much   so   that   it   gives  us   a  rare   chance   to  probe   the   other  
side of the matter where the concept city becomes desirable and an integral part of the 






                                                              15 In a planned city planners come first, envision the city and build it according to their imagination in an uninhabited place. Dhaka, many claim, had a spontaneous growth long before planners could design it and bring order to it. Hence, the often complained about disorderliness and unplannedness.   
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1.4. A Brief Note on the Administrative Units of Dhaka  
 
Figure 1: Different administrative units of Dhaka. Source: (Islam, 2005: 11). 
 
To avoid any misconception about the extent of the area Dhaka denotes in this study, 
some clarifications on the multiple administrative units of the city are in order. 
Dhaka’s   several administrative units, as demonstrated in Figure 1, often makes it 
difficult for a researcher to get consistent data as various surveys refer to various units 
of the city. Often Dhaka Mega City actually refers to Dhaka Metropolitan 
Development Planning area (DMDP) that corresponds to a long-term plan for an 
extended Dhaka that planners envisioned to be urbanised within 2030 and for which 
the last Structure and Master Plans have been completed (Islam, 2005: 8-10). It is 
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more popularly known as the Greater Dhaka. 
DMDP is further divided into two smaller territories: Dhaka Metropolitan Area 
(DMA) consisting of 306 square kilometres and Dhaka City Corporation (DCC) of 
145 square kilometres. While the latter corresponds to the central and most urbanised 
city, Dhaka Metropolitan Area is constituted by DCC and some adjoining areas to the 
city's east, which have been developed and built up in recent years in response to the 
housing demand by the growing urban population.16  The present research is limited 
to DCC alone. Choosing an administratively defined unit may apparently seem to be 
contradictory to the main objective of the research – prioritizing the porous and 
amorphous imagination of Dhaka. But the choice fits the research objective in that it 
provides a scope to examine if imagination can be bound by logical order of things, 
which are necessary for administration and if these two aspects are complimentary 
rather than exclusionary. It also shows how the boundary we tend to draw between 
the so called mappable and unmappable cities can be rather pellucid and can even be 
imagined. Besides, the choice was due to strategic and logistic reasons. The greater 
Dhaka was too broad a research locale and beyond the limited scope of this research. 
The   researcher’s   considerably   restricted   mobility   during   the   fieldwork due to the 
country’s  volatile  political  situation  also  affected  the  choice. 
By the Local Government (City Corporation) Amendment Act (2011), DCC 
has been further divided into Dhaka city Corporation North (DNCC) and Dhaka City 
Corporation South (DSCC). Since the cleavage came about in December, 2011 when 
I was at the last phase of my research fieldwork, I refer to a united DCC that is the 
area generally  called  “Dhaka”  by  the  locals,  and  which  is  now  abode  of  a  staggering  
12.8 million people (BBS, Statistical Pocket Book, 2008).  
                                                             16 A	  further	  “concept”	  of	  Dhaka	  is	  constituted	  by	  Dhaka	  Statistical	  Metropolitan	  Area	  (DSMA), which has an area of 1.353 square kilometres and includes the four municipalities- Narayanganj to the south, Tongi to the north, Gazipur further north and Savar to the west. It is the total area considered by Dhaka Census.  
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1.5. Scope of the Research  
It is already understood that the city is too large to be grasped as an 
imaginative whole, so this research at its best can only have a modest scope. Even 
though it engages different varieties of representations of the city catering to different 
types of urban social milieu, it does not claim to uncover one comprehensive soft 
Dhaka. To do so, the study would run the risk of falling into the same essentialist lens 
that it critiques. Using a selection of popular cultural texts as well as lived 
experiences of the city, the research aims to underscore the complexities inherent in 
the relationship between the hard and the soft city, and show how the soft city is a 
lived and an embedded reality rather than only an emotional response to the city of 
brick and mortar.  
Literary representations of the city were left out considering the literacy rate 
(65.3%) 17  and a concurrent low readership 18  of Dhaka population in general. 
Moreover, the   majority   of   Dhaka’s   population   live   below the poverty line. Hence, 
their access to and agency of self-representation is negligible if not out of the 
question. Accordingly, the migrants, despite being the largest social groups, due to 
their lower literacy rate than the rest of the city population are hardly known for 
significant literary output and first hand account of their experience of the city is also 
meagre. The majority of the readership that is well informed about the literary 
representations constitutes mostly middle to upper class. Hence, the investigation of 
the quotidian imagination of the city is doomed to fail if it is to limit itself to the 
artistic renditions of the city. Besides, representations of the city in fictions and 
                                                             17 As of 2006. For more on Dhaka and other cities of Bangladesh see The Daily	  Star’s 15th anniversary special issue, retrieved from  http://thedailystar.net/suppliments/2006/15thanniv/ourcities/ourcities01.htm (accessed on 14th march, 2011) 18  A sample survey of the 1991 population census reveals 22.32% of total urban population reports to have a habit of reading books except texts and religious texts while the rate is only7.21% and 8.81% for the rural population and Bangladesh in general respectively. (BBS, 2011: 140). 
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poems call for special competence on   the   dwellers’   part,   reflecting   an exclusionary 
and elitist projection of the imagination of Dhaka. 
Like the literary representation, the present study also excludes the electronic 
media, even though it offers ample resources and research material that shape and 
enrich the discourses on the city. This is done not to invalidate the importance or 
potential of the electronic media in this regard but because their sheer amplitude and 
affective ability would have required a more dedicated and close analytical attention 
than this study could provide. Therefore, when the visual media is referred to in the 
context of some of the popular discourses analysed – billboards, posters, and wall 
writing  it literally refers to the visual nature of sense perception they require. But 
scraps of traditional digital media do become part of this project when some of the 
informants related to specific media images as being integral to their cognition of the 
city.  
Overall, two kinds of representations are analysed: formal or direct, and 
popular or indirect. Formal representations of the city are the most commonly 
circulated or invoked imaginary of the city by the city authorities. They are mostly 
circulated in the form of city maps, publicity materials for residential projects, travel 
guidebooks, city columns in daily newspapers and the like. By claiming to be about 
the city, these representations have become the default brokers of the image of the 
city and actually help set the conventional parameters about thinking about the same. 
Dhaka City Corporation and RAJUK – the twin authority of urban Dhaka – have been 
consulted to get insights into the official planning of the city. Private real estate or 
developer companies, regular metropolitan columns in daily newspapers and the city 
guide books offered by travel and tour operators have also been studied to get further 
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information on the constitution of what have become some default representations of 
Dhaka.19  
The second category that indirectly contributes to defining the contours of the 
soft city comprises the quotidian renditions of the city as they surface different 
popular cultural texts ranging from illustrative traffic art, billboards, graffiti to leaflets 
distributed at important road intersections, traffic signals and places all over the city. 
Unlike the first assemblage, they are not directly about the city, but they reveal the 
hidden dynamics and intricacies at play between the city and the dweller, which very 
often determine how the dweller comes to terms with, behaves in and navigates the 
city. A critical analysis of them also brings to fore the embeddedness of the imagined 
city in the daily practices of the dwellers, which in turn help articulate the 
interdependence and complex imbrications of the material city and its immaterial 
counterpart. All the cultural texts have been chosen keeping their easy access to a 
wider public and ability to generate greater involvement with them in view. More 
importantly, partaking in their simple style, visual quality and overall aesthetics is not 
contingent on any special taste, training or skills on the part of the dwellers.  
Other than decoding the vestiges of many urban imaginaries from these texts, 
one attempt in analysing them has also been to shed some light on how these 
somewhat frivolous texts, at least in terms of the study of the urban, quite off-
handedly help circulate and even perpetuate different imaginaries of the city, which 
may not necessarily be the ones endorsed by the authoritative accounts of the city.  
                                                             19 Despite the lower readership, the study includes representations of the city in the daily newspaper as it does not require any special skills other than literacy and the urban population being the most literate, it was an obvious choice. Also accessibility to newspaper is easier than books that one has to buy or borrow, limiting chances of 
availability.	  One	  can	  read	  a	  newspaper	  without	  subscribing	  to	  it	  and	  outside	  one’s	  home.	  In fact, many of my informants did not subscribe to any newspaper but said that they regularly read one at their work place. Some also mentioned reading it from the neighbourhood walls or at specific places where some newspapers are pasted for free public consumption by local clubs etc. 
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Other than cultural products, the study also takes in its purview lived stories 
of selected group of dwellers mentioned earlier. Even though this was undertaken 
especially keeping the city dwellers, who in all likelihood have little means of or 
access to aesthetic representational practices in mind, it soon became clear that this 
could be a good springboard for invalidating the popular antipodal positioning of 
imagination and reality which was so prevalent in all social groups irrespective of 
aesthetic inclinations and associations. This was also a methodological necessity for 
substantiating the embedded aspect of the soft city. Another reason the research takes 
in lived experiences of the city alongside different popular discourses into the fold of 
its analysis is once again to make sure that it does not reflect an elitist projection of 
the soft city. It is in accordance with this agenda that in exploring the popular urban 
images and imaginaries of the ordinary city dweller, the research does not aim to look 
for individualistic expressions like those of Roland Barthes as found in his 
imaginative rendition of Japan.20 Therefore, in the context of the present research, the 
city of the mind refers to a largely reflexive experience of the city that has become an 
inherent component in any discussion of the urban for many in Dhaka. It is reflexive 
because the city dweller could very well not be conscious of the individual and 
subjective nature of his/her city that s/he relates and responds to on a daily basis just 
like we often tend to be oblivious of our own habits and routines that form the 
uniqueness of everyday city life for each of us. For example, the rickshaw being 
prohibited in most of the important thoroughfares of the city, the rickshaw puller is 
made to ply through the most complicated, convoluted paths and ways to get to his 
itinerants’  destination.  In  the  process  he  emerges  more  knowledgeable  about  the  hard  
city than any other city dweller. Moreover, compared to other city dwellers, the 
rickshaw   puller’s   functional   city   is   larger   in   range   too.   Does   this   over   bearing                                                               20 For details, see	  Barthes’	  The Empire of Signs  and  its ingenious and highly imaginative portrayal of Japan . Barthes  picked up many objects and customs of the country he was unfamiliar with before to gradually construct his account of an imaginary country that can be called Japan, also a country that exist in the maps.  He has achieved it through constant production of signs and symbols. 
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knowledge  of  and  associations  with  the  hard  city  affect  the  puller’s  construction  of  its  
imaginary counterpart? What could be the nature of his imaginaries then?  It is from 
such lived experiences that the study taps into a rich variety of urban imaginaries so 
far unaccounted for, crucial none the less. The reason for choosing such a wide range 
of representational and everyday practices is due to its cogency in providing a 
prismatic view of the imagined cities that people nurture synchronously with the city 
that is available phenomenologically.  
Finally, one cautionary remark regarding the scope of the present study is that 
it does not seek to be geographically representative. Such nuanced understanding is 
very important to underscore a move from a general, technical and demographical 
focus that characterises the bulk of the city writings today to one of socio cultural 
bearings that will allow the most contradictory trends and diverse patterns of thinking 
about the city to be embraced. 
1.6. The Main Arguments at a Glance 
The thesis has three inter-linked premises, which can simply be addressed as the 
“what”,  “why”,  and  “how”  of  the  research.   
Firstly, the thesis addresses the city of the mind in all its bearings – the 
“what”  of  the  research.  By  surveying  the  formal  and  informal  discourses  on  the  city,  
everyday practices, and extant research it foregrounds the permeation of imagination 
and imaginative practices in the everyday urban social context of Dhaka. This is 
undertaken to bring to light the complexity inherent in the relationship between the 
hard and the soft city and how the soft city is a lived and embedded reality rather than 
an optional emotional response that only a select few can effectively articulate.  
Predicated  on  this  earlier  premise,   it  addresses  the  “how”  of  the  problematic  
by looking closely at the nature and workings of these invisible cities so as to explore 
how they are formed and maintained by the predominant social groups living in 
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Dhaka and what they contribute to their understanding and negotiation of the hard 
city. It does so by critically engaging with the most popular images and imaginaries 
of the city giving special attention to how they are concocted out of the actual and 
imagined experiences of the dweller and how s/he appropriates and makes them 
meaningful and relatable for herself or himself. The probing makes explicit the 
importance of the oneiric and immaterial associations and properties inherent in the 
dynamics between the dweller and the physical city as the dweller bestows, enlarges, 
extracts and contracts meaning from what is manifest, liberally deploying imagination 
from his/her own everyday social context.  
Lastly, the research unearths why city dwellers take recourse to such 
imaginative practices and imaginary constructions, which takes us to the role of the 
imagined   city   in   relation   to   what   is   customarily   thought   of   as   the   “real”   city   – the 
“why”  of  the  research. By unpacking the mechanisms of the soft city it demonstrates 
that the urban population deploys the imaginary city as a strategic tool. Supported by 
the findings, the study posits that the intangible and invisible city is one of the ways 
through which urbanites negotiate the hard city in their everyday lives and works as a 
“social  intermediary”  for  constructing  and  reconstructing  “the  urban”  for  them.  Given  
the atmosphere of doom and gloom and negativity that surrounds the majority of 
representations of the city, understanding such reconstruction is crucial in making 
sense of how the dwellers make this apparently chaotic city work for them. Stretching 
it further, the thesis thus puts forward the city of the mind itself as a socio-cultural 
phenomenon and an integral feature of modern urban experience.  
As a corollary to the above, the research also looks for an adequate 
representation of this intricate dynamics in the existing discursive practices. Against 
the official discourse, the study makes an argument for the alternative and popular 
construction and sources of knowledge as more accommodative of the immaterial 
associations and imaginative practices of the urbanite. By engaging critically with the 
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chance discourse, the study demonstrates, how contrary to popular belief, the 
discourses about the city are not privy to certain privileged individual or institution 
and can be made in the open.  
Overall, this research is geared towards making room for imagination and 
imagined city as a major analytical tool in the discussions of the urban. Its basic aim 
is to prioritise more socio-culturally inclined ways of reading the city as more 
effective than the inundating statistical and physical alone focus that remains limited 
in its understanding of the city, making no distinction between the concept and the 
lived city, and the grey area in between where roles can be reversed and shared. 
1.7. Research Questions 
The research is guided by the tripartite queries that follow: 
1. What constitutes this imagination of the city? What are some of the 
determinants of this imagined locale?  
2. What   and   how   does   the   imaginary   city   contribute   to   the   dweller’s   daily  
navigation and negotiation of the hard city? To be more specific, to what 
extent is imagination being employed to reconstruct  the  dwellers’  experiences  
of and relationship to urban space and reconfigure them in the process? 
3. What are the common sources of knowledge about the city? What do they 
contribute to a comprehensive understanding of the city? Are there gaps that 
need to be addressed? 
1.8. Chapter Outline 
The dissertation is divided into nine chapters. In the first chapter I introduce the 
research problematic, the locale and the basic premises of the thesis. I also discuss the 
scope of this research.  
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The second chapter lays out the conceptual framework and the rationale 
behind the research. Anchoring this research on two literary texts, the study 
consciously tries to embrace a more holistic approach by exploring the city through 
other possible avenues that lay outside disciplines with which studies of the city have 
been traditionally associated with, namely – sociology, urban studies, anthropology 
etc.  
The third chapter is a review of the recent scholarship on imagination and the 
city in relation to this thesis. The survey covers the existing body of research some of 
which have been used as stepping-stones in order to define and consolidate the 
contours of the present research. Those that are critiqued are significant in that they 
help sharpen the analytical focus of the current study and avoid common pitfalls. 
The fourth chapter provides a detailed demographic description of the 
informants and explains the methods used to get the data and the analysis that 
follows.  
 The next four chapters are presented as a continuum since they unfurl the 
research findings and elaborate on different facets of the main arguments in relation 
to each other. Chapter Five offers a critical engagement with the official discourses 
(direct representations) on Dhaka with a view to uncover the kind of images and 
imaginaries they endorse and perpetuate. Thus, it traces the contours of the official 
city,  referred  to  as  the  “city  of  the  book”  in  the  course  of  this  research. 
Gleaned from the lived experiences of three major social types of residents, 
Chapter Six presents a survey of the most popular images of Dhaka that are in 
circulation among its residents. Chapter Seven further solidifies the form of the 
immaterial city by focusing on the common urban imaginaries that engulf the Dhaka 
of the mind. Together they look at the embeddedness of the city of the mind and the 
extent to which imaginative practices pervade the urban social reality for the dweller. 
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The close reading and critical analysis of both the popular images and imaginaries 
bring to fore the complexity inherent in the relationship between the hard and soft city 
so as to bring out the social role of the latter in negotiating the former.  
Chapter Eight attempts a critical analysis of the popular cultural products 
(indirect representations), referred   to   as   the   “chance   discourses”   on   the   city.   This  
chapter offers an assemblage of a wide variety of popular discursive practices to 
demonstrate how they accommodate the other city – the city of the mind – and makes 
one  see  the  taken  for  granted  “real”  city in all its complex attributes. Not only does it 
excavate the common aspirations of the urbanites inscribed in them, juxtaposed with 
the formal discursive approaches to the city, these chance discourses also offer a 
critique of the latter. 
Finally, Chapter Nine presents a summary of the research findings, tying up 
all the loose threads. It concludes the thesis by demonstrating how the supposedly 
unreal city is no less real than the so-called real city and has immense possibilities as 





This study explores the prospects of popular imaginative practices as an active 
medium for urban dwellers to negotiate and reconstruct the urban social reality and 
reconfigure their place in it. It argues that there is a constant dialectic between the 
brick and mortar and the ethereal city, which remains invisible as an everyday 
practice but formidably determines the nature of what we know as the city to a great 
extent. In the process, it also contends for recognition and a valid space for the city of 
the mind as an analytical tool to be used in urban research. In this chapter I discuss 
the key concepts and ideas that inform and frame this research. 
Conceptually, the thesis has two inter-linked focuses – the city as imaginary 
and the role of imagination in the everyday urban context. In the following section I 
engage with some of the crucial works across disciplines, whose approaches to the 
city inspired and guided me in the way I understand and deploy the concepts of 
“city,” “imagination,” “imaginary   city,” “everyday   imaginative   practices”   and  
undertake the kind of analysis I did. More specifically, my research draws its 
conceptual framework and analytical lens from the understandings of the city as put 
forward  by  Orhan  Pamuk’s  Istanbul: Memories of a City and  Italo  Calvino’s  Invisible 
Cities respectively. I dedicate the entire last section of this chapter to these two texts.  
2.1. The City as Imaginary 
Generally,  “imaginary”   is  an attribute given to things that only exist in imagination, 
or  that  which  lack  corporeal  existence.  Therefore,  the  phrase  “imaginary  city”  sounds  
paradoxical as the hard city is out there in all its corporeality. Blackwell City Reader 
provides a way out of this   quandary.  Classified   under   “Readers   in  Geography”   (by  
Blackwell), the book starts with a section on city imaginations of which the very first 
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line   is:   “No   city   stands   in   bricks   and   mortar   which   is   not   also   a   space   of   the  
imagination or the representation”  (Bridge  and  Watson,  2002:3).  Despite  its  physical  
bearings, the city continues to be experienced mentally and remains a subjective and 
personal experience alongside being a somatic one. It is more so as everything we 
know as urban or as belonging to the  city  gets  mediated   through  “a  powerful  set  of  
political,  sociological  and  cultural  associations”  (different  for  each  individual)  before  
they can form the symbolic space called city (Donald, 1996:181). 
This understanding of the city raises a series of related questions: What 
counts as the imaginary city beyond the palpably perceptible one? Are they separate 
entities? Where does the threshold of the material city end and the imaginary city 
begin? Yet, the intricate mixture renders the very thought of drawing a line between 
the imaginary and the palpable a completely pointless exercise. It is true that 
familiarity  with  the  hard  city  often  limits  recognition  of  the  city’s  softness  but  can  by  
no means deny its existence. But, what appears to be even more important than their 
simultaneity   is   “the   productive   transactions”   between   the   two   as   urban   reality  
(Donald, 2000: 47). Donald (2000) even stretches this imbrication to the point where, 
“[t]he   traffic   between   fabric,   representation   and   imagination   fuzzies   up  
epistemological and ontological distinctions, and in doing so, produces the city 
between,   the   imagined   city   where   we   actually   live”   (Ibid).   My   thesis   strongly  
supports this idea of the city as essentially imaginary by trying to uphold an active 
agency of imagination in the everyday urban life. 
This perceived essential polarity between the hard city of materiality, quite 
interchangeably   thought  of   as   the   “real   city”   and   the   soft   city  of   imagination  as   the  
“unreal   city”   that   we   readily   associate   with   only   the   literary and media 
representations of the city, needs to be addressed as the first move towards the 
research problematic. Such antithetical references fail to see that it is the result of the 
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imagination of some people who have made the functional city possible and the 
imagination exercised here is that of the city planner and one that is characterised by 
a penchant for control and order. What such a positioning tends to overlook is that 
immanent in the official city is a latent recognition of another imagined city, 
characterised as irrational, disruptive, and chaotic – one that conditions the logical, 
transparent and readable city. Therefore, many city plans and designs have been 
motivated by a desire to impose order and rationality on the unplanned, fluid, 
complex properties of the city. Haunted by what de Certeau in his The Practice of 
Everyday Life calls   a   “scopic   drive”   what   such   imagination   works   toward   is   a  
totalising and readable city, characterized by a sweeping unity that can be achieved 
by a functionalist rationality (1984: 92). The city founded by such rationalising 
impulse  becomes  more  “an  operational  concept”  that  like  a  proper  name  “provides  a  
way of conceiving and constructing space on the basis of a finite number of stable, 
isolatable, and interconnected  properties”  (Ibid:  94-95). Such creation of a universal, 
anonymous   subject,   which   de   Certeau   referred   to   as   “concept   city”,   rejects   or  
represses all the other physical, mental attributes that it excludes as unmanageable 
and redundant. This understanding of the city in circulation provided the initial 
impetus to critically engage with the official discourse, finding out the gaps and 
necessitating a new framework for thinking about the city. 
Once we begin to see this synchronicity of the imaginary and the physical or 
hard city, it is possible to discover an embeddedness, which invalidates any 
suggestions of their being mutually exclusive. My research builds on the knowledge 
of the simultaneous existence of the imaginary city with its physical counterpart. In 
fact, it is based on the premises that every city – even the formal, physical, functional 
city – is imaginary. And this is so from a very functional stand point. Looked 
carefully, the city always operates in a limited range as its people always use only 
limited sections of it. For most city dwellers, there are two or three major 
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destinations, which can be approximately characterised by home-work-recreational 
spaces-networks of friends. 21 For any individual, the rest of the city outside this 
circuit exists in imagination. From this point of view, everyone has a basic mappable, 
functional city, which one knows intimately and which is limited in scope. Hence the 
distant city is always given to imagination for further explorations. Therefore, 
whenever the city is invoked, either in the purview of this research or elsewhere, it 
essentially remains a dual entity.  
Intrinsic to my understanding of the nature of the imaginary city is its 
ingrained delocalised state from a micro level. Such an understanding entails a 
recognition of all cities as world cities because no city stands in isolation from the 
rest   of   the   world   as   a   result   of   encompassing   role   of   media.   Irrespective   of   one’s  
location in the world map – either in the heart of the so called global centres or those 
designated peripheries – one city is made  privy   to   the  other’s  actions,  processes  and  
details of everyday life like never before, some more than others. Surrounded by 
forces such as those of mediation, motion and economy22 that constantly offer new 
positions,  “resources  and  new  disciplines  for the construction of imagined selves and 
imagined   worlds,”   what   we   consider   imaginary   doesn’t   and   cannot   stem   from   the  
rarefied gossamer of imagination alone, nor can it be completely private or 
individualized (Appadurai, 1998: 173-174). So, in this sense, when I say imaginary 
city, it is a kind of affected imagination, most often sedimentary in nature, constantly 
accumulating silts of words and images of its own self and of other cities be it from 
media or from lived experiences. 
                                                             21 This	  is	  the	  most	  simplistic	  representation	  of	  how	  the	  dweller’s	  perception	  of	  the	  physical city works. The network suggested is not definitive by any means and there 
could	  be	  multiple	  other	  ways	  one’s	  functional	  city	  is	  organised	  with	  ample possibilities of overlaps. For example the same street could be a place of work for one and recreation for another. Also, there is possibility of continuity from one point to the other.  22 As espoused by Appadurai and Sassen  in their much acclaimed works on the 
discourse	  of	  globalisation	  (	  I’m	  referring	  to	  Appadurai’s	  Modernity at Large and Sassen’s	  
The Global Cities).	  Benedict	  Anderson	  also	  highly	  underscores	  media’s	  role	  in	  the	  context	  of nationalism in his Imagined Communities.  
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This affected nature of the imaginary city is intertwined with the idea of 
urban imaginary, a concept much broader and more inclusive in scope, yet has been 
used almost interchangeably in the context of this research. Andreas Huyssen (2008) 
in the introduction to a collection of essays on city imaginaries in a globalizing age, 
aptly defines urban imaginary as 
the cognitive and somatic image which we carry within us of the places 
where we live, work, and play. It is an embodied material fact. Urban 
imaginaries are thus part of any cities reality, rather than being only figments 
of imagination. What we think about a city and how we perceive it informs 
the ways we act in it (3).  
 Depending on multitude of perspectives and subject positions, there are different 
usages of the term urban imaginary. Huyssen, writing of urban imaginaries in the 
context of a globalizing age, names media images, cyberspace, global popular music 
and translocal social movements as different points of negotiating the urban. 
Significantly,   Huyssen’s   reflections   on urban imaginaries, mediated by media and 
mobility  of   all   sorts,  are   also   “sites  of   encounters  with  other   cities”  which  points   at  
the prospects of using the imaginary city as a speculative method towards a more 
comprehensive view of the city (Ibid: 5). My research broadens the horizon of what 
Huyssen   calls   the   “other   cities”   – those that are geographically located away from 
one’s   own   – by   including   the   imaginary   and   immaterial   city   that   inhabits   in   one’s  
mind into the fold. It is in defining these other cities that are at once real and unreal 
that Orhan Pamuk and Italo Calvino contribute the most to, as I shall discuss in the 
next section. In fact, Pamuk has most cogently delineated the basic constituents of 
urban imaginary and in so doing comes the closest to the way I deploy the concept 
here, all the more reason for anchoring my research to his views of the city: 
What gives the city its special character is not just its topography or its 
buildings but rather the sum total of every chance encounter, every memory, 
letter,   color,   and   image   jostling   in   its   inhabitants’   crowded   memories   after  
they have been living, like me, on the same streets for fifty years (2005: 99).  
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In an interview with BBC, talking about his profound understanding of the city and 
the kind of fiction it has generated, Pamuk (2003) stated that living in big cities, for 
him,  is  like  “living  in  a  galaxy  of  unimportant,  random,  stupid,  absurd  images.”23 All 
these   things   constitute   “a   texture”   of   a   city,   and   each   city   in   that   fashion   is   very  
different.  “One  cannot  give   the   image  of  a  city  with  a  postcard  but  a   taste  from  that  
texture”,   he   emphasised   (Ibid).   It   is   this   “taste”   from   Dhaka’s   “texture”   that   this  
research hopes to offer.  
I  prefer  the  term  “imaginary  city”  as  opposed  to  “urban   imaginary”  – which 
has become a catch all phrase to discuss the past, present and future of cities – to be 
more specific to the objectives of this research. The choice is also due to the 
awareness that a broad term like urban imaginary can be used in different ways from 
different positions and can be invoked in a piecemeal fashion. Also the term in its all-
encompassing boundlessness becomes difficult to be traced as an analytical tool to be 
deployed for an understanding of the urban. Hence, I choose imaginary city as an 
embodied social reality whose production through a concoction of variables – both 
material and immaterial – can be traced. Second, the concept of urban imaginary is 
too broad and all encompassing, losing out on the individualistic qualities of the 
imaginary   construction   of   the   city.   So,   “imaginary   city”   is   used   to   underscore   the  
individual nature of the city and its malleability at the hands of the person or group 
whose vision it is, and to salvage the nuanced, the volatile and the oneiric properties 
of the city that get submerged under the generic term urban imaginary, which is 
suggestive of a collective image – be it of a group, community or a nation – not quite 
befitting for the current research. 
 
                                                             23 The 2003 interview is available at http://news.bbc.co.uk/go/pr/fr/-/2/hi/europe/3131585.stm 
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2.2. Telling the City Anew: Reading One City through the Images of Another24 
This research is indebted to Orhan Pamuk and Italo Calvino for opening up 
new possibilities of how ingeniously a city can be told and to what depth. Even 
though this research is empirical in nature, its analytical lens are primarily informed 
by Italo Calvino and Orhan Pamuk as gleaned from their works Invisible Cities and 
Istanbul: Memories of a City25 respectively. Both master litterateurs have written 
(both fiction and non fiction) on their respective cities, Istanbul and Venice, in a 
manner that demonstrate how a city needs to be understood and narrated with all its 
evanescent, intangible and tangible details. The key for a successful depiction of the 
city, for them is not in achieving an overwhelming theory, an umbrella concept, or a 
definite number but the nuances, the chances and the softness of it – aspects that are 
sadly neglected in the academic disciplines related to the city and the urban.  
In these two ingenious works, both authors have written about the cities they 
know best, i.e. their own city. What binds them together is firstly, the similarity in 
their idea of the city as a place of the probable, of varied combinations of elements, 
which may not be physical at all times and are always different for each city and each 
city  dweller.  Secondly,  both  the  writers’  strong  emphasis  on  the  dweller’s  encounters  
with and interpretations of the city make way for a more inclusive understanding of 
the city. In fact, it is this ability to see the city as a continuous two-way process 
between the city and the dweller – always fluid and changing – than a fixed and an 
isolated  entity,  complete   in  itself  and  independent  of  the  dweller’s  participation, that 
they are able to offer a new direction towards a more accommodative and extensive 
knowledge about the city. Before delving into how intricately these two works define 
                                                             24 Howard Caygill (1998) discusses this speculative method in relation to Walter 
Benjamin’s	  short	  city	  portraits.	  I	  find	  this	  to	  be a generalisable concept and applicable to other city experiences as those pertaining the present research. Hence I adopt his terminology to illustrate the way I use the invisible, imaginary city in this research. 25 IC and IMC  hereafter. 
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the contours of this research, a brief introduction to both will help to put things into 
perspective. 
Calvino’s   Le citta` invisibili was published in 1972 in Italian and later 
translated into English as Invisible Cities in 1974. In this book a young Venetian 
explorer is entrusted with a mission by the great Mongol emperor Kublai Khan to 
visit and report on cities from his mythically vast dominion, which he himself has not 
visited. The entire book is structured as a dialogue between the two where a sanguine 
Polo entertains an irascible old emperor who gets vexed at the unconventional 
reportage that the visionary explorer narrates, with details that are graphically real yet 
seems surreal, if not unreal: 
The other ambassadors warn me of famines, extortions, conspiracies, or else 
they inform me of newly discovered turquoise mines, advantageous prices . . . 
And You? . . . you return from lands equally distant and you can tell me only 
the thoughts that come to a man who sits on his doorstep at evening to enjoy 
the cool air. . . You cross archipelagos, tundras, mountain ranges. You would 
do as well never moving from here (IC, 27). 
The reader, like the emperor, is also left wondering at the distant yet strangely 
reflexive cities that Polo recounts until more than half the book down (in part 6 of 9) 
we are told that these cities are all refracted forms of one city – Venice:  “Every  time  I  
describe a city I am saying something about Venice”  says  Polo  (IC: 86). In the fifty 
five brief accounts (half to two pages long) of the cities under eleven categories with 
five cities in each set, Polo re-presents Venice in the most fanciful details and 
language, demonstrating the ingenuity and inventiveness of the imaginary city in 
reconfiguring the urban reality. 
One very important aspect of the tale is the bizarre communication between 
Polo and the emperor, which is dramatically challenged due to linguistic difference 
between the two. But even before Polo could master the language of the Tartar, the 
conversation is no less fruitful as words are reconfigured with objects, gestures and 
often very pregnant silence. The Venetian does acquire the linguistic skills in the 
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course of the book but words are found to be incapable to satiate the thirst of the 
emperor, which in turn made them revert back to silence. So most of the cognisance 
of   the  cities  described  by  Polo   is  based  on   the   emperor’s   interpretations  of   the  cues  
that are presented before him in the forms of objects and gestures. In the absence of a 
common  platform,  the  emperor  has  to  rely  on  his  interpretation  of  Polo’s  descriptions  
to make sense of the city described. What emerges from each of their conversations, 
thus, is a place conditioned by an act of imagination and interpretation. Why did Polo 
choose  artefact  A  instead  of  artefact  B  and  use  “this”  gesture  and  not  “that”  to  tell  a  
particular  city?  Would  the  emperor’s  understanding  of  that  city  in  question  change  or  
remain the same if the elements presented to him and the order in which they appear 
accompanied by a particular gesture were altered or exchanged for something else? 
The answer is probably, yes, and it points out two things. First, such ever-changing 
combinations are crucial to one’s  understanding of the city. Second, these plethora of 
objects,  artefacts,  feelings,  emotions,  and  dreams  that  one  can  anchor  one’s  city to are 
what makes a city real even though they may run counter to the official representation 
of the city. The process of knowing a city is much like comprehending a text, which 
could generate as many versions as there are readers, as Invisible Cities shows.  
In re-presenting Venice in 55 possible different incarnations, Calvino alludes 
to all conventional ways we tend to relate to cities only to discount them. Starting 
from his much talked about crafty subdivisions of cities into eleven heads in a 
strangely reductive numerical order, he plays with generalised structures we tend to 
view the city with. He deliberately eschews the notion of groupings based on general 
characteristic features and chronology by scattering five cities under one group 
throughout the book in an idiosyncratic manner. In addition, Calvino’s  cities,  despite  
their graphically rich details, lack any temporal reference. This can be read as 
Calvino’s   attempt   to   exclude   all   specifics   and   any   such   propensities   to   generalise  
based on that. Even the eleven titles under which he clusters the cities are suggestive:  
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Cities and memory, Cities and desire, Cities and signs, Thin cities, Cities and eyes, 
Cities and names, Cities and the dead, Trading cties, Cities and the sky, Continuous 
cities, and Hidden cities. Most of these titles deal with the subjective and immaterial 
aspects  of   the   city  based  on  people’s   responses   to,   dreams,  hopes,  aspirations   about  
the city. These suggestive names constantly invoke the richness we leave out when 
we choose to compare  cities  along  such  general  “dimensions  as  population  size  and  
components,   geographical   structure,   ‘problems,’   even   such   intangibles   as   ‘culture’  
and  ‘tradition’”  as  so  many  other  variables  remain  outside  these  standard  dimensions  
and systems of comparison (Becker, 2007: 274).  
Another  obvious  pattern   in  Calvino’s  descriptions  of  the  cities  is  his  distrust  
of tangible associations of the city. Irrespective of the categories and types his cities 
may have been classified under, the account of each city starts with obvious physical 
details only to give way to those dealing with immaterial and intangible ones. Domes, 
statues, lead-paved street, spiral staircase, aluminum towers, the degree of the 
arcades’   curves,   thus,   are   found   inadequate   and   are   abandoned   for dreams, hopes, 
desire, relationships and waves of memories that mark, scratch and indent every 
corner of the city. Knowledge of sheer physicality or possessions of dry facts in itself 
does not seem to be satiating enough as it does not take further towards building a 
holistic   image   of   the   place   concerned.   Disregarding   sociologists’   common   toolbox  
equipped with conceptually defined categories, statistics, precision, Calvino offers 
detailed descriptions of cities with all its possible, nuanced and fuzzy shades not only 
intact but consciously placed in the forefront not to be lost under the great sweep of 
generalisation. They jolt us back to a different reality by the sheer indeterminacy and 
inconclusiveness that mark the very dialogic structure of the intermittent 
conversations that frame the descriptions.  
The apparently naïve dialogues between Polo and the emperor thus work as a 
show-and-tell for the readers who cannot but see a striking contrast between “a  
40 
treatise   which   comes   to   a   conclusion”   and    “a discussion in which alternatives are 
considered,   weighed,   tried   out,   rejected,   surpassed,   returned   to”   and   what   each  
possibility entails (Becker, 2007: 274). Considering this juxtaposition as an 
illustration of the core methodological problems of understanding the city, Becker 
positions  Calvino’s  atypical  approach  to  the  city  as  one  that  is 
in direct contrast to urbanologists' desire for clearly defined concepts which 
let them assign a city to this or that category, to say that this or that feature is 
dominant or characteristic, so as to produce a definitive analysis. The social 
scientist's unambiguous concepts produce unambiguous results. The literary 
description gives up this possibility of clarity and unidimensionality for the 
ability to make multiple analyses of the multiple possibilities contained in 
one story (284). 
Calvino’s  imaginary  “other  cities”,  which  constantly  invoke  the  “real  cities  with  real  
names”   only   to   be   found   lacking,   thus   provide   an   excellent   meta-discourse on the 
city. It is probably in consideration of all of these that Becker duly sees Calvino as an 
“urbanologist”  laying  out  his  theory  of  city  life  in  IC, and interpreting his remarks on 
the   city   not   as   “social   science   dicta   but   .   .   .   remarks   on   problems   of   method   that  
continue  to  worry  social  scientists”  (Ibid).   
I agree with Becker. Read carefully, Polo and Khan and their respective 
arguments for and against different dimensions of the cities could be seen as 
representing the concept city and lived city respectively. Places do not exist or flow 
from   a   “general   law”   as   espoused   by   the   great   emperor,   who impatient with the 
explorer’s  ever  eluding  abstract  descriptions  proposes:  "From  now  on  I  shall  describe  
the cities and you will tell me if they exist and are as I have conceived them" (IC: 43) 
only  to  be  countered  by  Polo  that  this  “would  achieve  cities  too  probable  to  be  real”  
(Ibid: 69). The Venice that manifests through the imagination and narration of other, 
unreal cities in IC emphasizes some of the magical and oneiric properties of the city 
at the expense of what is customary, i.e. the rational ones. For Calvino, the city itself 
is a fiction   and   at   the   same   time   is   the   “other   city”,   a  magical   entity   replete   with  
references that operate by personal systems of signification, irrational ways of 
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imposing order as demonstrated by his attribution of personal symbols, names (all the 
cities in IC are given feminine names as if to balance the overwhelming maleness that 
characterise any description of the cities) and observance of personal choices that 
mark the irrationally lofty heights and grandeur of the cities he describes. 
Hence, the most significant analytical possibility that IC offers this research 
is this use of imaginary cities to enhance the understanding of unnoticed dimensions 
of the city one lives everyday. By making the familiar unfamiliar, it provides the 
necessary distance in time and space that allows us to see what was not seen but 
needed to be seen.  
Orhan  Pamuk’s  Istanbul: Memories and the City was translated in 2005 from 
the 2003 Turkish original Istanbul.   It   is  Pamuk’s  memoir  set   in  Istanbul, the city of 
his  birth  and  the  home  of  his  imagination.  What  surpasses  the  author’s  self-portrait in 
the book is the enthralling portrait of the city that changes and grows with him. So, it 
turns out to be a memoir of the city as much as it is of Pamuk’s   childhood.   In   the  
book, Pamuk laid bare intimate details about himself in relation to the city, as in his 
words:   “I   have   described   Istanbul   when   describing   myself,   and   described myself, 
when   describing   Istanbul”   (IMC: 265). The changes and turmoil he was going 
through in his personal life including the shift of his aspirations as to what he wanted 
to be, his changing relationship with his parents, as well as his ambiguous feelings 
towards the westernising city all were craftily played out spatially too against and 
amidst the changing physical landscape of the city. These intertwining of the self and 
the city, and the private and the public are captured beautifully through the 
ambiguous   emotion   that   witnessing   the   city’s   last   yalis (great yet decrepit wooden 
mansions) being burn down would invoke in him:  
the pleasure we derived had its roots in a spiritual ache . . . this is the guilt, 
loss, and jealousy we feel at the sudden destruction of the last traces of a 
great culture and a great civilisation that we were unfit or unprepared to 
inherit in our frenzy to turn Istanbul into a pale, poor, second-class imitation 
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of  a  Western  city.  .  .  We’d  tell  stories  about  how  in  the  old  days,  the  nails  in  
the beams of the old wooden houses had burst incandescent into the Asian 
sky and flown across Bosphorus to ignite other wooden houses on the 
European   shore.   .   .   .   When   the   fire   was   at   it’s   apex   and   the   extent   of   the  
damage   was   clear,   we’d   all   fall   silent   and   I   would   imagine   each   of   us  
thinking of a special, private disaster  lurking  ahead”  (IMC191-192). 
Even though a memoir, Pamuk does not claim IMC to be a non-fiction 
offering any objective, realistic, or historical representation of the city. In fact, he 
makes fiction the most important constituent of not only the city but also of his own 
life, starting off the book with his alter ego, an imagined other whom he refers to as 
“Another  Orhan.”  It  is  Pamuk  who  makes  us  see  how  inventiveness  is  as  important  as  
history, and questions the very basic idea of what we know as real. Consciously 
veering away from the dicta of total and see-all structures, he keeps teasing the reader 
with the instability of his own visions and versions of himself and the city he 
sketches, constantly reminding of the existence of other competing versions not only 
outside but within his own. His incessant brawls with his brother between the age of 
six to ten, which his mother or brother had no recollection of could be a case in point. 
These fights, they thought were invented by him:  
just for the sake of something to write about, just to give myself a colourful 
and melodramatic past. They were so sincere that I was finally forced to 
agree,  concluding   that,  as  always,   I’d  been  swayed  more  by  my  imagination  
than my real life. So, anyone reading these pages should bear in mind that I 
am prone to exaggeration (IMC: 265). 
Such intentionally visible wavering of the writer lets us question the validity of any 
authoritative discourses that are marked by definitive closures.  
Like Calvino, the visible city that Pamuk recounts is one conditioned by an 
invisible landscape, in this case steered by memory, as suggested by the subtitle of the 
book.   Seen   through   a   specific   lens,   Pamuk’s   city   reminds   us   again   of   the   essential  
subjective nature of the city. As already suggested, this plunge into the other city and 
other self naturally entails a shift from the material to immaterial, tangibility to 
intangibility,  fact  to  fiction,  real  to  imagined.  Therefore,  “the  other  city”  that  Pamuk  
constantly refers to in his memoir is the Ottoman Istanbul, a thing of past and no 
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longer existing in tangible maps, but a past that is embodied in the present city like a 
living reality.  The experience of the city, for him is thus bound to conflate past and 
present and calls for a constant negotiation with the residues of events past. 
Interestingly, the past is not necessarily invoked as factual reference but as fiction, 
accounting for probable events that did not even happen – best described by the 
“other   Orhan”   living   in   the   “other   house”   that   Pamuk   imagines   into   being   and  
constantly invokes in his memoir. Another converging metaphor used to that end and 
which epitomises the temporal blend is the Bosphorous itself, that as a continuing 
thread,   flows   as   if   from   time   past   to   time   present,   shaping   many   of   the   author’s  
perceptions of the city along the way.26 Thus, the Istanbul of his childhood memories 
remains a constant reference framing his adult experience in present time. Such 
continuous juxtapositions in temporal and spatial order also provide a number of 
counterfactual perspectives within which to understand the contemporary 
experiences. Viewed in this light, the imaginary city, being more open and 
accommodating to loose ends that abjure the assumption of totality and any 
definitional and conceptual closures, becomes a potent reflective tool bringing forth a 
clearer vision. 
Like  any  other  autobiographical  writing,  Pamuk’s  is  well  researched  too.  He  
takes recourse to a combination of sources to collect his data for this daunting task of 
writing his version of Istanbul, which has methodological implications for the present 
research. His is an ideal blend of conventional and unconventional discourses to 
salvage Istanbul from its commonly circulated representations, history being one of 
them. Other than his own memory, which admittedly failed him many times to be 
complemented by dreams, he drew from four contemporary writers from different 
fields – a poet, a novelist, a city columnist and a historian – whose chief 
                                                             26 Pamuk’s	  Istanbul on the shores of Bosphorus will find an eerie resonance in Dhaka situated on the bank of the river Buriganga and in the old quarters of the city with all its great houses now dilapidated and standing in ruins. 
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preoccupation   was   Istanbul   and   who   opened   his   eyes   to   “the   soul   of   the   city”   in  
which he lives (IMC: 99).  
Pamuk’s   choice of this heterogeneous mix of writers underpins the present 
research quite significantly. First, this writers were not mere source of inspiration for 
an author writing on the same city but they were very much part of his imagination of 
the city: 
In later years, when I was reinventing the Istanbul of my childhood with the 
black-and-white   pictures   in   my   mind,   element   of   these   writers’   Istanbul  
blended together and it became impossible to think about Istanbul, without 
thinking of them all (IMC: 97). 
This makes the nature of affected imagination I referred to earlier more palpable.  
What is more interesting about this assortment is not their grouping but what 
Pamuk draws out of each. He sees the most imaginative in supposedly the most 
objective of them all – the encyclopaedia, and the city columns, which are supposed 
to be authentic records and reports of things as they existed. Thus, he infuses fiction 
and inventiveness at the core of what we know as factual. What these writers shared 
as point of reference was even more insightful and crucial for my research as they 
suggest  what  to  look  for  and  where,  if  one  is  to  construct  that  “texture”  of  the  city: 
. . . the food smells in the shops, the rough talks, smoke and alcohol fumes in 
the meyhanes, the lines of the newspapers in the coffeehouse, read and reread 
and roughed up, the posters on the wall, the street vendors, the crawling 
letters of news headlines once visible at the top of a big apartment house 
(now demolished) on the edge of Taksim Square – these would  be  my  heroes’  
shared point of reference (IMC: 98). 
These otherwise insignificant details are important in transforming the concept city 
into a lived one.  
The research methods used in the present study are directly influenced by 
Pamuk as I appropriated his variegated selection of discourses to my own research 
needs. I have maintained the basic framework that marks his assortment by having 
both official and unconventional sources of information under the fold of analysis.  
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Another striking feature that made   me   draw   sustenance   from   Pamuk’s  
rendition of his city is his probing into the feel of the city than the physicality of it all. 
In his excavation, Istanbul appears engulfed in its predominant feel and tone Huzun, 
the Turkish word for melancholy. Istanbul is   a   city   “littered  with   ruins  of   the   great  
fall”  and  the  “melancholy  of  the  ruins”  something  what  Pamuk  finds  common  in  the  
four writers he refers to (IMC,   2006:   101,102).   It   was   not   just   a   “watered-down 
nostalgia”  but   something   that   captures   the   city’s   constant struggle with the glorious 
past  and  an  uncertain  present.  The  city’s  past  recorded  in  black  and  white  engravings  
by westerners, thus continues to sustain the monochrome that  the  city’s  mood  and  feel  
are invested with. Hence, repeated reference to dark corners of houses, people with 
grey coats as well as reproduced black and white photographs, of which there are 
plenty in the book reinforce this mood quite tangibly.  
In   summary,   Calvino’s   almost   fantastical   visions   of   Venice   and   Pamuk’s  
personal probing into the feel of the city elaborate on the need to take the city of the 
mind into account. Both Calvino and Pamuk tend to discover their very own city 
anew through the speculation of the other imaginary, invisible cities, which are none 
but refracted forms of the same city. I call them imaginary and invisible as they are 
nurtured   in   one’s  mind  and  do   not  necessarily  have  physical   locations,   nor  do   their  
personal   signs,   symbols   and   what   Raban   would   have   called   “near-magical   codes”  
correspond to any existing  maps  other  than  that  residing  in  their  creators’  mind  (1974:  
160).  
If Calvino tries to understand the material city through the narration of the 
imaginary cities that provide both temporal and spatial distance but not disassociation 
to bring forth a clearer vision, Pamuk negotiates the hard city through his private one 
with a set of personalised grid of reference points and personal attribution of 
meaning. Seen from this perspective the city becomes a setting produced by 
coincidence, and hence can never be completely predictable. It is this indeterminate 
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space of probabilities that incites imagination. Such perspective also underscores how 
imagination  and  ingeniousness  are  as  important  as  history  when  it  comes  to  people’s  
relation with their habitat.  The invisible cities are possible cities, those that could be 
or could have been, unfinished spaces, places for constant potential options. 
Therefore,   the   “understanding   of   urban   experience   through   the   spatio-temporal 
contrasts”  as   in  Pamuk  and   even   through  “counterfactuals”   from  beyond  perceptive  
and spatial order, as in Calvino can be an apt epistemological device for gaining 
knowledge of urban life (Caygill, 1998: 118). Calvino himself pointed at the potential 
of such method in his address to students at Columbia University, included as preface 
to both the Italian and French editions:  
No city is recognizable in Invisible Cities. All those cities are invented . . . 
each being the pretext for a reflection which applies to every city or to the 
idea of the city in general . . . What is important to my Marco Polo is to 
discover the secret reasons which have led people to live in cities, reasons 
which would be relevant if there were [no contemporary urban crisis] (as 
cited in Becker, 2007: 272).  
Consequently, taking cues from these two ingenious authors, I suggest 
exploring  the  city  of  the  mind  as  the  “other  city”  for  Dhaka,  in  an  effort  to  make  sense  
of the inherent logic and workings of this apparently disorderly city. This speculative 
method of reading one city through the images of another is liberating in many ways, 
Caygill (1998) observes. It makes the city   in   question   “an   object   of   knowledge  
indirectly,   obliquely   reflected   through   the   experience   of   other   cities”   (118).   These  
other cities also offer a shifting vantage point within the experience of a given urban 
environment to see what is peculiar, what is unsaid, and what is excluded (Ibid).  
  Therefore, I do not leave out the lived city or the city of experience from my 
analytical focus as it is crucial in understanding how the imagination of the city 
conditions what is customarily thought of as the real city – the spatio-temporally 
located physical city. Understanding the city in this terms means to underscore the 
trio – imagination, interpretation and interaction – as an all-pervasive phenomenon 
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and an invisible and inescapable intermediary between the dweller and his/her city. 
Hence,  my  research  queries  are  geared  towards  eliciting  people’s  own  understanding  
of the city with as many variations in their elements as possible than substantiating an 
objective and stable physical location with a generic look, feel and tone. 
Another   significant  way  Calvino   and   Pamuk’s   works   frame  my   research   is  
more   strategic.   Turkey’s   physical   location   between   Asia   and   Europe, and the push 
and pull between Islamic traditions and westernising forces it has experienced, and is 
still experiencing, place the city in an interesting position that constantly blurs the line 
between conventional binaries like centre and periphery, global and local. Hence, the 
constant  negotiation  of  Istanbul’s  Ottoman  past  and   the  reformist  present,  as  craftily  
handled by Pamuk, finds a poignant resonance in the studies of Dhaka with both 
sultanate and colonial past – the remnants of which still intersperse Dhaka in many 
ways than one – and is marked by a constant oscillation between its glorious past and 
the uncertain present. Calvino’s   Venice,   similarly,   provides   a   kaleidoscopic   insight  
into the way the city can be negotiated outside the conventional frameworks of reason 
and order. 
Overall, my attempt has been to break away from the long established culture 
of using Asian cities as ill-suited examples to implement western theoretical models, 
so as to free the perception of cities from their heavy dependence on and bias towards 
the inherited western models of theorisations. To that end, this research privileges the 
non-European canon of writing that is no less ingenious and capable of generating 
fresh and innovative insights. More importantly, the insights they generate are more 
relatable on account of their temporal or cultural proximity.27 Using studies modeled 
on European and American cities for studying Dhaka can never grasp the realities that                                                              27 Apart from being known on account of its beauty and reputation as a tourist heaven, the Italian city, geographically located in Southern Europe is hardly a representative European city and does not feature as a formidable model in any discussion of the urban, the way, Paris, New York or London does. In the context of urban studies, except for its location in Europe Venice is less typical of a European city, at least in terms of its clout, compared to the ones much referred to in city literature. 
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inform cities of the region. More than anything, it will be a self defeating and 
frustrating  exercise  which  will  result  in  generating  more  figures  of  “doom  and  gloom”  
in  urbanist  Ashraf’s  words,  making  ways  forward  an  impossibility. Pamuk’s  Istanbul, 
on the other hand, is far  more   relatable   than  Benjamin’s   Paris   or  Raban’s   London.  
Besides, the relevance of Istanbul and Venice goes beyond mere historical 
identification and hydrological alignment, even though they both contribute to the 
relatability, making it possible to draw insights and lessons. However, I must clarify 
that the effort was not to excise the west altogether, for that will be a time consuming 
yet fruitless exercise. In fact, my research gains immensely from existing concepts 
and theorisations that are generalisable. But, at the same time it is marked by a 
penchant for exploring and embracing other innovative and creative understanding of 
the city available outside the hard core western circuit.  
One cautionary remark is due at this stage – this research is not an attempt to 
transpose the 55 manifestations  of  Dhaka  as  per  Calvino’s  fictional  Venice  nor  is  it  an  
exercise  in  nostalgia,  as  many  tend  to  read  Pamuk’s  involvement  with  the  past.  Rather  
the  way  Pamuk’s   and  Calvino’s  profound  understanding  of   the   city  make   space for 
the immaterial, the oneiric properties of the city is what the study hopes to build on. 
Implicit   in   the   city  writing   of   the   nineteenth   century   is   “the   idea   that   the   city   is   in  
essence a rational structure, and that evidence of irrationality is a sign of decadent 
deviation   from   its   “intrinsic   cityness”,   which   Raban   (1974)   quite   aptly   finds   to   be  
“intuitively   wrong”   accounting   for   the   “unreality   that   pervades   so   much   of   the  
literature   of   town   planning   and   sociology”   (159-160). Seen from this perspective, 
both Pamuk and Calvino seem to be addressing a lacuna in the issues at stake in the 
city writing in the nineteenth century, which is to make room for the invisible places 
that the space found in maps continuously invoke.  
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2.3. Imagination in Urban Context 
As a corollary to the above premises, the idea of imagination and the intimate 
city of everyday have been interlinked for an in depth exploration of the city with all 
its elements. For this latter half, I draw my conceptual framework from Appadurai’s  
conceptualisation of imagination in his Modernity at Large and   de   Certeau’s  
theorisation on everyday spatial practices of the urbanite as propounded in The 
Practice of Everyday Life. Imagination, in this research, is viewed from a sociological 
perspective. In the context of the social sciences imagination is not just one of the 
general classes of mental processes called the representative faculties, rather has been 
invested with an agency quite contrary to that found either in psychology or literary 
criticism. Social scientists have come up with many factors that influence imagination 
outside   the   purview   of   creative   productions.   This   research   follows   Appadurai’s  
(1996) enunciation on imagination. Appadurai has cogently argued for a new role of 
imagination as a social practice as opposed to mere fantasy, escapade, elite pastime or 
contemplation in the context of the new global order. His Modernity at Large implies 
a  theory  of  “rupture”  unleashed  by  the  combined  effect  of  media  and  migration  on  the  
workings of imagination, which becomes a constitutive feature of modern subjectivity 
along  the  way.  Taking  Appadurai’s  notion  further  in  the  context  of  urban  imaginary,  
this research considers imagination – informed by but not limited to his dual forces 
only – as constitutive  of  urban  social   reality.   It  adds   to  Appadurai’s  pool  of   images  
those that surface the popular cultural products that are readily available in the city 
and those that the dweller can hardly avoid coming in contact with due to their 
pervasive presence. 
Coopting  Appadurai’s  original  observations  on  electronic  media,   there   is   no  
denying the fact that everyday imaginative practices are not free from the images 
produced  by   the   countless  medium   of   representations   and   the   “sheer  multiplicity  of  
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the forms in which   they  appear”  28 so  much  so   that   they  “provide  resources  for  self-
imagining  as  an  everyday  social  project”  (Appadurai,  1996,  4).  Burgin  suggests   this  
view  of  media’s  role  in  shaping  our  imagination  in  the  context  of  the  city: 
the city in our actual experience is at the same time an actually existing 
physical environment, and a city in a novel, a film, a photograph, a city seen 
on television, a city in comic strip . . . and so on (as cited in Donald, 
1999:48).  
Therefore, in this globalised world, there could rarely be a claim of a pure 
imaginative construct, untainted by images that are already in circulation through not 
only  Appadurai’s  dual   forces   – media and mobility – but also through oral history, 
memory, nostalgia and many other immaterial factors that inform our imagination of 
the city today.  
What   is   of   paramount   importance   in   Appadurai’s   engagement   with  
imagination is his view that imagination in the postelectronic world plays a 
distinctively new and significant role. And he anchors his argument on three defining 
aspects: imagination has broken  free  of  what  he  calls  the  “special,  excessive  space  of  
art,   myth,   and   ritual,”   becoming   a   regular   feature   of   the   mindscape   of   ordinary  
people; by insinuating itself to the texture and logic of ordinary life it has firmly 
linked itself with quotidian practices so much so that ordinary people now make use 
of their imagination in the practice of their everyday lives (Appadurai, 1996: 5). Such 
affective imagination holds the key to understanding the ingenious ways people 
actually engage with and dwell in the city,   best   demonstrated   by   de   Certeau’s  
theorisation on everyday spatial practices. 
 
                                                             28 Appadurai was concerned about electronic media only and he names cinema, television, computers and telephones, to which the present research adds representations found in popular cultural products like traffic art, posters, graffiti etc. that people come across along their daily routes form office-home-place of recreation etc.  
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2.4. Power and Possibilities of the Mundane and the Popular  
The present study is thoroughly inspired by the de Certeauean concept of negotiation 
and reappropriation of urban space by the user. The workings of imagination of the 
city dweller is not readily manifest as that of the planner, which may have direct 
bearings on the structural city itself. de Certeau (1984) has been immensely 
influential in showing how the lived city – produced selectively and elliptically by the 
dweller  through  his  “ways  of  operating”  – is contrary to the totalising and rationally 
transparent  constructed  order  of  the  planner’s  city.  Such  ways  of  operating  are  mostly  
“manipulative”   and  “tactical   in character”  obeying   their  own   logic,  making  do   than  
conforming   to   what   is   given,   turning   events   into   “opportunities”,   which   together  
make the city space habitable for the dweller (de Certeau, 1984: xix). It is this elusive 
intersection between the dweller and the city that binds imagination and the city space 
intricately,  engendering  what  de  Certeau  calls  a  “hidden  production”  making  the  non-
producers or mere users the producer of space. 
Locating  the  practices  that  are  foreign  to  the  “geometrical”  or  “geographical”  
space  of  visual,  panoptic,  or  theoretical  constructions”  de  Certeau  observes:     
The everyday has a certain strangeness that does not surface . . . These 
practices of space refer to a specific form of operations (“ways   of  
operating”),   to  “another  spatiality”  (an  “anthropological,”  poetic  and  mythic  
experience of space), and to an opaque and blind mobility characteristic of 
the bustling city. A migrational, or metaphorical city thus slips into the clear 
text of the planned and readable city (1984: 93). 
 
It  is  in  the  everyday  practices  of  the  pedestrians  that  de  Certeau  finds  the  “swellings,  
shrinkings,   and   fragmentations”   – the   “wandering   of   the   semantics”   – that make 
“some   parts   of   the   city   disappear   and   exaggerate   others,   distorting   it,   diverting   it, 
fragmenting  it  from  its  immobile  order”,  and  organising  the  city  in  a  way  that  “eludes  
urbanistic   systematicity”   (101-102, 105). Just as Charlie Chaplin multiplies the 
possibilities of his cane, going beyond the determined utilisation of the object, in the 
same way the dweller transforms each spatial signifier into something else by making 
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a selection, transposing an order, which is meaningful only to him (98). 
 Thus,   the  de  Certeauean  celebration  of   the  people’s  city  strongly   establishes  
the agency of the dweller in the making of urban space and social reality and he 
achieves that by bringing under critical attention the power and politics of the popular 
and   everyday   as   crucial   to   the   formation   of   the   “urban.”   de   Certeau’s   approach   to  
everyday is deployed not to prove a similar and already proven dictum – i.e. to 
articulate resistance to the totalitarian and uniform concept city. On the contrary, this 
highly suggestive and powerful terrain of the popular bring to fore how the mundane 
holds the key to understanding how a stable order is produced amidst all chaos, and 
how the unplanned, disorderly, dysfunctional city, despite its overwhelming 
negativity work and is negotiated by the dwellers.  
 
2.5. Units of Analysis 
Having   established   the   “what”   of   the   research,   the   “how”   still   remains   to   be  
addressed. The two texts the study is anchored to, despite being highly idiosyncratic 
literary renditions, are undoubtedly suggestive of new dimensions in thinking about 
the city, but the effort here was not to transpose them onto an empirical level. 
Conversely, and as mentioned before, they have been instrumental in choosing the 
analytical lens for this distinctive research and developing a corresponding toolkit. 
Hence, the basic unit of analysis deployed in this research can broadly be said to be 
the city of the mind and its various manifestations, through which the study hopes to 
hold a mirror to the material city with all its fleeting moments and uncover the 
mysterious ways the dwellers identify with and make sense of it.  
To gauge the workings of something as fluid and formless as the imagined 
city in a more cogent manner, it has been addressed in two phases – through the 
popular images, i.e. the overt manifestations, and the imaginaries, i.e. the covert ones. 
The popular images offer a rare chance to reappraise the idea of imageability based 
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on visual and tangible properties of the city, an idea that presupposes a 
straightforward and uniform relationship between the hard and the soft city. They also 
help foreground the changing nature of city images that despite having derived from 
the actual experience of the material city are gradually becoming formless themselves 
relying more and more on the immaterial associations, which in turn are appropriated 
and extended by the dweller by a personal system of signification. The second unit of 
analysis for the city of the mind comprises the imaginaries culled from the 
respondents’  narratives  and  direct  and  indirect  representations  of  the  city. Although to 
a certain extent they too draw from the cognitive experience of the dwellers, but from 
another temporal and spatial order than their own. The city imaginaries often tend to 
be counterfactual too, characterised by an arbitrary sense of logic and order 
determined by the dweller. 
Through a close reading of both these manifestations of the city of the mind, 
the research hopes to unpack strategies of negotiating the city and gain insights into 
why dwellers do what they do in a given urban setting. Exploring these facets, it 
hopes  to  be  able  to  provide  a  rich  “texture”  of  Dhaka  as  per  Pamuk  and  uncover  the  
Dhaka that remains concealed and invisible, as per Calvino, so as to offer a nuanced 
representation of the city beyond what is customarily circulated. Looking for clues in 
the  very  texts  as  to  the  method  to  do  that,  in  Pamuk’s  IMC, one sees that it is not the 
dramatic, the exotic or the places graced by landmarks we can recognise that matters 
but   the   candid,   “the   horizontal   movements,  where   nothing   jumps   at   the   eye”   (Ibid,  
65). The study contextualises this by sourcing information from what is thought of as 
mere   trivia   and   unimportant   in   the   urban   discourses.   These   “chance   discourses”,  
gleaned from the lived experiences, popular cultural products – leaflets, wall writing, 
billboard advertisement etc., ubiquitous like air in a city like Dhaka have been found 
to be pregnant with meanings when it came to the dialectic between the dweller and 
his/her habitat. The research has juxtaposed them against the official representations 
54 
of the city through analysis of metropolitan columns of daily newspaper, tourist 
brochures, publicity materials of housing and development agencies etc. to bring to 
light the variant nature of the discourses on the city that are available outside the 
official ones and how they are no less real and significant when it comes to 




Stories So Far: Existing Research 
Supra-physical perceptions of the city as an independent subject matter for 
research is   a   recent   development   in   urban   studies.   Terminologies   like   “urban  
imaginary”   have   only   gained   prominence   and   popularity   in   the   later   half   of   the  
twentieth century.29 But the city as a living space and as a geographical-socio-cultural 
entity has been subjected to various readings in western urban theorisations in 
general, giving rise to different schools of thought – the German School, the Chicago 
school, the School of LA etc. With the rise of scholarship on cities that are physically 
located outside the industrial West, there have been constant efforts to outgrow the 
western notions and models of the city as an inadequate framework for analysing 
cities of different socio-economic and cultural compositions. These efforts are also 
marked by an urge to necessitate new frameworks to befit urban experiences that 
theorisation solely modelled on planned, western cities cannot satisfactorily capture.  
This chapter discusses some of the pioneering works on socio-cultural and 
psychological aspects of the city that have paved the way for the gradual but steady 
shift of focus from the spatial to the psycho-social. While on the one hand, exploring 
the earlier approaches to the softer properties of the city provides a solid base to build 
on, on the other hand, it helps identify the weaknesses and inadequacies inherent in 
those attempts to avoid pitfalls and ensure a coherent argument for a more nuanced 
and comprehensive articulations on the city. In addition to that, this chapter also 
attempts a critical engagement with the local scholarship on Dhaka from various 
fields in order to situate them in a broader context of urban research. The effort has 
been to explore how the interrelationship between the city and its extra physical, 
affective properties is played out, if at all, in a city from the global south and how that                                                              29 Cornelius	  Castoriadis	  (1987)	  first	  coined	  the	  term	  “social	  imaginary”	  and	  it	  is	  only	  more recently that the concept has received a thorough elaboration by Charles Taylor (2002). 
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embodies, questions, deviates from or enriches this gradual transition of focus from 
physical to extra physical properties of the city as part of a still developing discourse. 
3.1. Early Scholarship on the City: The Social Drift 
The massive scale of urbanisation was a direct corollary of the Industrial Revolution 
in 18th and 19th century Europe and America, which had not only changed the 
production process but change was insinuated in the social experience of life in 
general. The modern city became at once the epitome and bearer of that change. 
Hence, it was only natural that cities drew such great amount of critical attention from 
the early sociologists. Very broadly, composition, nature and growth of the city as a 
physical space predominated most of the initial debates on the city30, which gradually 
gave way to discussions on urban culture and urban social relations that went beyond 
the straight forward objective depiction of the city as an inert physical space or just an 
economic hub churning out opportunities for its dwellers31.  
One of the most influential works that first uncovered a meaningful 
connection between the spatial existence and the mental life of the urbanite, 
successfully infusing the psycho-social aspects into the urban discourse is German 
sociologist  Georg  Simmel’s  (1903)  seminal  essay,  The Metropolis and Mental Life. In 
this essay, Simmel is concerned with the individual's experience of urban life and the 
way s/he adjusts with what Simmel calls the   “external   forces”   – an upsurge of 
nervous stimulations and impressions, mutually reinforcing market economy and 
intellect, calculated and coordinated time schedules, rationalisation and 
objectification of human relations – all quite in contrast to the slow, habitual and even                                                              30 See	  Weber’s	  “Nature	  of	  the	  City”	  where	  the	  city is seen as a large locality characterised by trade and commerce as opposed to agriculture and the culture of the city as one of built environment as he traces the historical transition of the forms of the city from the ancient time to those of feudalistic and capitalistic nature. Also see the German School of Urbanism for an idea of the early conception of the city.  31 The theories of Chicago School and L.A. School, which many saw as practicing modernist and post modernist urbanism respectively ushered in these later developments. 
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sensory foundations of psychic rural life (24). The result of this adjustment is what he 
calls   the   “metropolitan   type   of   individuality.”   According   to   Simmel,   the   city   is   a  
complex experience for the urbanite and yields even more complex responses. Amidst 
the sheer number of anonymous people the individual subjective life functions as a 
kind  of  defence  mechanism,  producing  the  “blasé attitude”  – the outer aspect of one's 
inner indifference and aversion to others – in the individual as a survival technique in 
the big city. Even though there is a heightened sense of individuality and freedom 
from group demands prevalent in small-scale societies, this personal freedom 
ascribed to the metropolitan man may not necessarily be emotionally comforting. As 
seats of highest division of labour, cities also call forth increasing specialization of 
behaviour and needs, which tend to limit individual self expression (subjective 
culture) and the ability to differentiate oneself from others. Thus, a tension arises 
between the objective and subjective spirit. The process promotes differentiation, 
one-sided  accomplishment  and  irreplaceability,  gradually  culminating  in  the  “atrophy  
of  individual  culture  through  the  hypertrophy  of  objective  culture”  (Ibid,  31).  
Simmel’s   assertion   on   the   city   life   is   important   in   two   ways.   First,   by  
valorising both the city and the dweller as active agents it paves the way for the 
conception  of  the  “urban”  as  a  two  way  process  between  the  dweller  and  the  habitat.  
But, it remains an unfulfilled promise as except for developing a reserve as a survival 
technique, the dialectic is seen to be mostly one sided with the dweller being acted on 
than acting upon. Also, the indifference and aversion culminating into the blasé 
attitude is seen as an ultimate response of the urbanite, which eclipses many other 
possible responses to the city life of many other types of urban dwellers than the 
white metropolitan man, leaving scope for further research.  
Secondly,   in   Simmel’s   proposition,   the   objective urban condition – 
characterised by the money economy and the resultant functional, economic yet 
anonymous social relations in the urban environment – holds sway over the subjective 
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life of the dweller, delimiting self-expression. In direct correlation with this, Simmel 
finds quantitative instrumental perceptions and attitudes replacing qualitative 
assessments that marked the small-scale traditional societies of rural past. By this 
generalising sweep he thwarts the possible agency of dwellers in shaping the urban.  
Influenced by Simmel, Louis Wirth (1930) in his essay Urbanism as a Way of 
Life inquires what it is about the city that produces unique behaviours that might be 
called an urban way of life. Based on three premises – a large and heterogeneous 
population, a density that concentrated that population and the new forms of behavior 
and relationships that resulted – Wirth’s   concept   of   urbanism   is   one   of   the  
foundational statements of the Chicago School of urban sociology. This is an 
important development as it marks the difference between what Wirth calls 
“urbanism”  and  “urbanization”.  While  the  first  denotes  that  “complex  of  traits  which  
makes   up   the   characteristic   mode   of   life   in   cities,”   the   latter   involves   the  
“development  and  extensions  of  these  factors”  (34). 
But as Herbert Gans (1968) points out, applicable strictly to the inner city, 
Wirth’s   key   factors   – size, density, and heterogeneity – alone cannot determine the 
characteristic mode of a city, nor are all residents equally affected by the same 
variables. 32  Highlighting suburbanism – the growth of the outer city or suburbs 
characterized   by   “quasi-primary   relationships”,   “neighborliness”   – as an equally 
important concept, Gans later adds other variables and demographic factors like life-
cycle stage, ethnicity and culture into the theoretical spectrum. In a way, Gans was 
anticipating a whole trend of urban research that would have plurality at its centre. To 
settle for any one of the modes of living – of which there are plenty as critics point 
out – as the absolute urban experience is what is the greatest lacking in such 
theorisation. Apart from this sweeping generalisations on the experience of the urban,                                                              32 See “Urbanism	  and	  Suburbanism	  as	  Ways	  of	  Life:	  A	  Reevaluation	  of	  Definitions”	  for	  
Gans’	  critical	  insights	  into	  the	  earlier	  works	  in	  the	  field,	  more	  specifically	  the	  Wirthian	  theory of urbanism and for his conceptualisation of “suburbanism”	  in	  detail. 
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what is missing in the Wirthian formulation is that the analysis remains physically 
rooted and fails to live up to its own proclamation as suggested by the title. 
Nevertheless, this does open avenues for later developments in the field with more 
refined inquiries as to how urbanism (or suburbanism or any other mode for that 
matter)  “as  a  way  of life”  gets  embedded  in  the  experience  of  the  city  or  what  some  of  
its manifestations could be. 
One of the major contributions of Chicago School to broadening the horizon 
of analysis in Urban Studies came from the theory of human ecology, which is 
broadly defined as a study of human interaction with the urban environment. Robert 
Ezra Park (1936) in discussing human ecology looks at the phenomenon partly 
inspired   by   social   Darwinian   perspective   and  writes:   “there   is   a   dualism   in   human  
ecology in that there is  competition  as  well  as  cooperation  and  symbiosis”  (Editor’s  
Introduction, p 66). In line with the naturalists, Park sees community as an organic 
unit and competition as the mechanism for regulating and sustaining balance between 
the competing species of which it is composed. What differentiates human ecology 
from  animal  ecology  is  its  variant  driving  force  and  what  Park  calls  “competitive  co-
operation”(Park,  67).  Human  society,  for  Park,  is  organized  on  two  levels.  The  first  is  
the biotic, which is based on competition and the second is the cultural, based on 
what  he  calls  “communication  and  consensus”  (Park,  71).  These  two  superstructures  
are two mutually dependent manifestations of one society. The interdependence is 
neither straightforward nor one directional; The natural habitat does not necessarily 
control the cultural, rather very often the dialectic takes different dimension with the 
cultural superstructure becoming instrumental in regulating the biotic (Park, 72). 
Likewise,  in  Louis  Wirth’s  (1969)  discussion, while ecology has affinity with 
biology and geography, it is also different from them as it is  
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less concerned with the relationship between man and his habitat than with 
the relationship between man and man as affected, among other factors, by 
his habitat (172).  
By taking into account the role human beings play in shaping their own habitats 
powered by technologies, rationality and culture, the ecological studies point at a 
much complex matrix inherent in any social phenomenon than what is generally 
assumed to be a simple correspondence between the physical and the social – 
“natural”33 and  “administrative   areas”34,   in  Wirth’s   terms.  The ecological process in 
Wirthian conception is not a one-way phenomenon; it acknowledges the extra 
material properties like attitudes, personalities, beliefs as well as other cultural forms 
as having equal role in conditioning what he calls the elusive realm of the social 
(Wirth, 1969:179). 
Human ecology thus becomes an important scientific tool to explain the 
process by which the balance between the physical environment (biotic) and the 
social environment (cultural) of the city is maintained, and how they make for a new 
stable order when the status quo is disrupted. Despite its obvious association to the 
naturalist terminology, the ecological process resembles Gramscian notion of 
hegemony in achieving a stable social order where the symbiosis between the social 
and the physical is produced by invisible mechanisms much like the ideological 
superstructure producing consensus for apparent greater good. Most importantly, all 
of these happen in the highly charged yet undefined intersection between the physical 
and the social, which itself remains out of the critical attention. Hence, despite its 
breadth of vision, the ecological model remains limited in its claim for objectivity in 
upholding  the  social  life  as  if  the  “observer  were  not  an  integral  part  of  the  observed”  
(Wirth, 1969:179). This is where the promise to be inclusive of the affiliative 
properties of social experiences starts to dwindle. Much like the previous theoretical 
approaches, here too the subjective agency of the individual is thwarted and the                                                              33 Defined	  by	  the	  dweller’s	  activities	  that	  are	  always	  changing. 34 Defined by planning and law and are relatively static. 
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immaterial properties and connections underlying the basic dialectic between the 
physical and extra-physical remain unexplored.  
In sum, these early theorisations are important in recognising the 
interrelationship between the dweller and the city. In the articulations above, the city 
is seen to be exerting strong influence on the psyche and mental constitution of urban 
dwellers affecting the kind of life it generates and the nature of social relations in it. 
But, despite their effort to probe into the intricacies of the city life and culture the 
analyses remain heavily tilted towards the effects of the urban environment of a 
particular socio-economic juncture on the urbanite than vice versa. Another trait 
demonstrated  by  these  studies  is  the  very  conception  of  “the  urban”  as  opposite  and  in  
contrast   to   what   constitutes   “the   rural,” for which German sociologist Ferdinand 
Tonnies’  has  provided  two  popular  terms  – Gemeinschaft (the traditional slow paced, 
timeless world) and Gesellschaft (the pulsating, fast pace, industrialised mass society) 
– in urban studies. Pitted against the idealized Gemeinschaft, the city is seen to be 
exerting mostly negative influence on its dwellers. Even though Wirth mentions 
positive aspects of an urban environment like freedom, tolerance etc. the city to a 
greater extent is projected as a calamitous place in contrast to its idealised, rural 
counter part. So, despite being theorised as having its own ecology, the city is always 
found lacking when it comes to its social life, a proposition that the newer 
theorisations prove to be otherwise. 
 Another drawback of these early conceptualisations lies in the very nature of 
their query – which is to look for a generic urban culture or way of life. As already 
suggested by Gans (1968), there are multiple ways of life that define the city. The 
more recent scholarship on the city is thus important in elaborately addressing this 
gap, as I shall discuss next. 
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3.2. The Intimate City of Everyday: The Cultural Drift 
The new wave of discursive approach to the city coming much later in twentieth 
century can best be seen as a cultural turn. This turn can be characterised in the words 
of Bridge and Watson (2000) as having to deal with  
new city stories and imaginaries which foregrounds cities as spaces of 
cosmopolitanism, multiculturalism, as well as the spaces of the psyche, 
memory and the imaginary. . . [and a shift of ] focus from the material and 
the economic spheres to the imaginary, the cultural, and the hyper-real. These 
paradigms self-consciously disrupt the boundaries between real and imagined 
cities and discursive and non-discursive terrains (15).   
 
The publication   of   French   philosopher   Henry   Lefebvre’s   The Production of Space 
(1974) heralded this complex understanding of space in its socio-cultural context. It 
broke a new ground in the conception of space by demonstrating how space is 
socially produced on three intricate levels of urban experiences: the perceived, the 
conceived and the lived. Taken together, these experiences take in the economic, the 
social and the imaginative experience of the city. Lefebvre shows how cities are not 
mere geographical entity that is produced and reproduced, rather the physical simply 
comprises one of the first levels of the production of space, while the other two levels 
– representational and experiential, the conceived and lived in his terms remain 
equally influential in bringing about the total experience of the city. The basic 
proposition Lefebvre puts forward is that urban experience is a complex mix of 
cognitive, representational and lived practices all of which are relative. Implicit in this 
theorisation is the recognition of imaginative experiences of the city as constitutive of 
urban space. This also paves the way for thinking about more comprehensive 
methodological approaches and analytical tools to accommodate the highly complex 
urban experiences, the nuances of which have always eluded the grasp of the material 
and vision oriented methods, which still dominate urban discourse in general. 
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Once the city began to be valued for its unique and varied experiences, the 
urban sociological studies started to be drawn more and more towards the nuances 
and moved away from a uniform, generic pattern, which has very often been 
interchangeably used as urban culture. One of the most extensive works on the 
diversities and complexities of urban life in recent time has been The Practice of 
Everyday Life (1984) by cultural theorist Michel de Certeau. With de Certeau (1984) 
the focus of the study of the urban shifted drastically from the producers and their 
rationally  produced  product,  i.e.  the  planned  city,  to  its  “manipulation”  at  the hands of 
the non-producers   of   space,   i.e.   its   “users   who   are   not   its   makers”   (General  
Introduction, xii-xiii).  De  Certeau’s  distrust  of  the  lofty  idea  of  space  as  immanent  in  
the uniform official city – which   he   calls   “concept   city”   – resembles Jane Jacob’s  
(1961) scathing critique of the planned utopias like garden cities in her now classic 
The Death and Life of Great American Cities.35 Both Jacobs and de Certeau view this 
planned utopias as mostly impractical, upholding a city that remains unlived. Against 
this   concept   city,   de   Certeau   uncovers   a   vibrant   people’s   city   by   investigating   the  
ways in which users of city space, very often misconceived as passive followers of 
norms and rules determined from above, operate. This critical engagement with the 
everyday  practices  of  the  dweller  makes  explicit  “an  operational  logic”  much  like  the  
“age  old  ruses  of  fishes  and  insects  that  disguise  or transform themselves in order to 
survive”   (de   Certeau,   General   Introduction,   1984:   xi).      These   are   practices,   antics,  
ways of operating that remain concealed under the dominant system of production be 
it of space itself or of thought and meaning.  
Thus, de  Certeau’s  contribution  is  crucial  in  uncovering  a  robust  existence  of  
the  dweller’s  city  from  underneath  the  totalitarian  concept  city  for  meaningful  urban  
analysis. He successfully demonstrates that despite the wide spread circulation of the                                                              35 The nature of Jacob’s	  investigation	  is	  prescriptive	  as	  she	  writes	  from	  the	  perspective	  of	  urban planning. De	  Certeau’s	  on	  the	  other	  hand	  is	  more	  suggestive	  of	  the	  power	  and	  politics of everyday life in a broader urban sociological field inclusive of concept formation. Hence I draw more from the latter.  
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all eclipsing city of measure and statistics as the only or real city, the city is no mere 
geographical, theoretical construction, a field of programmed and regulated 
operations. On the contrary, the city is manipulated and constantly being invented by 
the dwellers by their antics, manoeuvres, and distinct ways of operating – which he 
calls    “tactics”  as  opposed  to  the  preconceived  and  predictable  “strategies”  – within it. 
By   enquiring   into   “the   modality   of   practices,”   de   Certeau,   thus   shows   how   the  
concept city is inherently left prey to contradictory movements. Such an analysis 
comprises a fine synthesis of the study of representations and modes of behaviour, 
which together engage in some sort of production. But as Ward (2000) aptly points 
out, it remains to be a  
hidden production because it takes place in fields already defined and 
occupied by large production systems (television, urban development etc.), 
which according to a logic of scale tend to swamp the non-systematic with 
their outputs, and because there is no place where this other production could 
actually exhibit itself  (98-99).  
Nevertheless, reinstating the human factor in the structure and built form dominated 
urban discourse, his articulations on the city have helped break away from the 
perceived hierarchy of the study of the urban as a highly specialised field of map 
making and surveys, broadening its horizon to everyday practices of city dwellers. 
The   people’s   city   he   highlights   not   only   clears   the   ground   for   what   is   hidden,   it  
practically provides strong impetus for creating a tenable critical space for that non-
regular and non-systematic to appear and pre-empts the emergence and deployment 
of many such hidden associations of the city, the urban imaginary being one of them, 
to which I turn next.  
3.3. The Imaginary City in Different Contexts  
Complementary and connected intrinsically to this de Certeauean concept of 
“operational   logic”   of   the   city,   is   the   idea   of   the   imaginary,   even   though   the   urban  
theorists have not connected them as such. Outside sociology, literary writings offer 
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abundant examples of urban imagination at its best. In English literature for example, 
Charles Dickens, James Joyce, Henry James, Virginia Woolf all are known for their 
innovative and creative renditions of the city, and each author can be a topic of an 
independent research. The same can be said about Bangla literature. It is beyond the 
scope and objective of this research to engage with the whole oeuvre of literary 
writings on the city. Hence, apart from Pamuk and Calvino who I have discussed at 
great length in the previous chapter, I shall engage only briefly with the reflexive 
experience  of  the  city  or  the  “imaginary  city”  made  popular  by  Jonathan  Raban with 
his  idea  of  the  “soft  city”  explored  in  his  eponymous title published in 1974. The term 
“soft  city”  refers  to  the  urban  mindscape  reflective  of  the  different  ways  people  relate  
to the city including but not limited to the classic responses to it – anxiety, isolation 
and anomie. In Soft City through his delineation of the London of his mind, Raban 
(1974) beautifully demonstrates how the city can go soft, even when one is moving 
around   one’s   everyday   actual   city,   along   one’s   daily   familiar   routes.   Raban   has  
successfully established the synchronicity of the soft and hard city and their seamless 
imbrications as a day-to-day fact of life – an insight the present research builds on. 
The mindscape that he portrays makes one see how the mind seeks comprehension of, 
security and identity in the hard city through magical formulas, rituals, habits and 
self-conscious performances. Nevertheless, despite its enriched repertoire of the signs 
and   symbols,   produced   as   a   result   of   one’s   attempt   to   course   through   the   urban  
labyrinth,  Raban’s  London  remains  very  typically male and voyeuristic. Also, it is too 
locally rooted in the social experiences of London to be considered as a conceptual 
model for thinking about other cities with different socio-cultural compositions and 
characters. If the earlier models of thinking about the city have been too generalised, 
Raban’s   soft   city   is   too   eccentrically   individualistic,   almost   like   private  musings   to  
account  for  the  ‘affective  imagination’  characteristic  of  this  post-electronic era.  
Within sociology, the idea of the imaginary city as an object of research is 
not novel. And writing in 2012, no credits are to be given for discovering that 
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imaginary  matters  and  that  within  one  city  “there  are  many  cities  and  many  stories  to  
be   told”   (Bridge   and   Watson,   2000:   17).   Even   though   the   dominant imaginary in 
representations of the city may still be said to be claimed by the western imaginary by 
virtue of the sheer number of works done on American and European cities, the rising 
scholarship on Asian cities has already shown the inadequacy of western rational 
planning culture and theorisation in the context of Asian cities. Following is an 
overview of the different contexts in which the imaginary city has been invoked so 
far. 
In social sciences people have traced the public imagination of cities in varied 
contexts (Donald, 1999; Cinar and Bender, 2007; Westwood and john Williams, 
1997; Kingwell, 2008 ; Pile, 1997; Lehtovuori, 2010; Huyssean, 2008; Ali and 
Reiker, 2009; Seabrook, 1996).  Take any city reader or companion to the city, one 
section is bound to be on urban imaginary. The imaginary city that surfaces such 
compilation of city writings has certain common traits in terms of approach. The 
imaginary  city  has  mostly  been   invoked  to  articulate  “the  excluded,” which in many 
cases  is  the  “other”  in  terms  of  race,  gender,  and  class.  Such  works  give  voice  to  the  
marginal and articulate a space as imagined by them. So, the imaginary city has been 
used as a critique of the flattening, static city of the maps and been used as tool for 
inclusion of marginal views (See Kingwell, 2008 ; Pile, 1997; Lehtovuori, 2010). 
Another common context for the invocation of the imaginary city is in addressing the 
rural-urban dichotomy or continuum through the lens of nostalgia or memory. Often, 
such investigations deal with migrant spaces or diasporic construction of space (as 
implicit in Roy, 2003 and Nandy, 2001). Yet another point of enquiry has been the 
imagination of the city as one way to understand the relationship between the city and 
the self in its corporeal bearing, i.e. the body and the city and how the city affects the 
body (see Pile, 1997). One other major existing trend in studying the imaginary city is 
in relation to the cyberspace or virtual city, with the virtual being the new imaginary 
(Graham B. Mcbeath and Stephen A. Webb, 1997).  
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In totality, the above works present a critique of the accounts of the ordered 
and organic city from Chicago school onward and the domesticating discourse in 
urban theorisation in general. Hence, these studies very often are characterized by the 
grand de Certeauean sweep of producing a view from below. Another very common 
trend in the invocation of urban imaginary by the cities from the global south has 
been to engage with one or other kind of imagineering (as part of a broader process of 
attracting capital, business, visibility, power by means of creation of a cultural image 
to be firmly positioned onto the global landscape) than imagining.36 What remains 
inadequate in these approaches to the imaginary city is their parochial scope. From 
their different positioning – globalisation, gender, poverty, to name a few, they 
remain perspectival attempts at salvaging marginal views, sometimes to the point of 
exoticising them. A by-product of the process is that they invoke the postcolonial 
binary  and   themselves  become   the  proverbial   “other   cities”   against   the  white,  male,  
heterosexual concept city of totality.  
The existing body of research on the imaginary city is unsatisfactory because 
even though dealing with the imaginary, hardly any of them engage with imagination 
as a truly critical and analytical method to understand the constant reciprocation 
between the hard and the soft city the way Pamuk and Calvino do. In fact, whenever, 
the city and imagination are linked, many of the current studies, much like the 
collection of city writings compiled in Bridge and Watson (2000), are found to be 
informed by two themes: how the city is imagined and how the city affects 
imagination (7). Either the city is seen as liberating the imagination or as constraining 
it but never is imagination seen to be constitutive of the urban space in a way that 
poverty, informal sector economy or politics is. Furthemore, the existing research on 
imaginary cities seem to be uncovering yet another vision whose materially embodied 
                                                             36 See	  Brenda	  Yeoh’s	  (2005)	  discussion	  of	  cultural	  imagineering in the context of South-
East	  Asia,	  and	  Ross	  King’s	  (2008)	  account	  of	  spatial	  Imagineering	  in	  the	  context	  of	  
Malaysia’s	  effort	  to	  become	  the	  multimedia	  super	  corridor	  for	  further	  understanding	  of	  the kind of critical attention that social and spatial imagineering has received. 
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qualities remain fuzzy and analytically untraceable. In their attempt at producing the 
lived world of the city dwellers, the mutuality of self and the city that the term urban 
imaginary incites is never fully realised in the sociological interpretation of the city.  
However, two most innovative and insightful studies that have made 
meaningful contributions to this developing discourse and that are also most pertinent 
to the present research are  Ashish  Nandy’s  (2001) exploration of the city in relation to 
its counterpart – the village, and Niels Gutschow’s   (1993) study of a Nepalese city, 
Bhaktapur. Together they present the most incisive account of the imagination of the 
city in the context of South Asia. 
 Nandy (2001) in An Ambiguous Journey to the City argues that the 
experience of the Indian city is largely conditioned by its inverse relationship with the 
village.37 The village of the mind intrudes into and informs the  city  dweller’s  action  in  
many capacities – both   as   a   utopia   and   as   a   dystopia,   a   “controlled   regression,”   a  
“geriatric   responsibility,”  “the subaltern that cannot speak,” but most importantly as 
“the   other”   to   the   self,   i.e.   the   city.   The village and, or its imagination remains 
subservient to the city but permeates the understanding of and production of urban 
life. Even though the imagination of the village and the city Nandy talks about are 
largely those found in popular films, his perceptive account raises thought provoking 
issues for urbanism in South Asia. It calls for a revaluation of the relationship 
between the city and the village as uniform and one directional. This is even more 
crucial for understanding the cities like Dhaka that remains the sole model for 
everything urban.  
Niels  Gutschow’s   (1993)  work   on  Bhaktapur is an interesting interpretation 
of the  city  as  an  “experiential  shape  only  loosely  associated  with  the  physical  shape,”  
as noted by the editor of the volume (Srinivasan, 1993: 11). Questioning the all-                                                             37 This can be extended to the cities of the region due to their similar historical trajectory, especially the colonial past they share. 
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eclipsing supremacy of the tangible city in understanding the urban, this fascinating 
study of religious rituals and sacred patterns of living reveals how the visually 
organised physical form constitutes only half of urban reality and how conceptual 
forms can give form and meaning to the experience of the city. Gutschow’s  study  of  
the sacred Bhaktapur uncovers   an   act   of   “superimposition”   where   a   mental   model  
transforms the chaotic physical reality of Bhaktapur into an ideal mandala in the 
minds of its citizen. The interplay of the conceptual and the physical forms 
demonstrates a clear “reversal” of   roles   where   the   “ideal   becomes the real; mental 
forms  becomes  physical   forms”  (Srinivasan, 1993: 18). This newer trend of reading 
the city has important methodological implications for Asian urban studies. It can 
immensely contribute to the understanding of both the  “plurality  and  particularity  of  
urbanism”  evident  in  countries  of  the  region  (Ashraf,  2012: 58).  
Having described the different contexts and variety of ways in which the 
imaginary city has been studied, the following section delves into some important 
issues coming out of the existing research on urban imaginary, which are relevant to 
the conceptual formation of the present study. 
3.4. Making Sense of the City 
The vast research on urban imaginary is essentially about the diverse ways people 
make sense of the city, contributing to the understanding of the wide range of 
affective properties the city engenders. Such sense making process by the urbanites – 
as demonstrated by Calvino or Pamuk – includes but is not limited to the physical, 
built environment of the city only. In such queries the material and the immaterial, the 
tangible and the intangible properties of the city have often been found to be over 
lapping. The next section outlines a few of such ways of making sense of the city as 




Rooted in the imaginary city is the preconditioning idea of the city being imageable. 
The idea of the image of the city has been made well known my Kevin Lynch (1960) 
whose pioneering study comes closest to developing a tool kit for urban analysis 
based   on   the   imaginary   perception   of   the   city.   Lynch’s   empirical research on how 
people orient themselves to and navigate the urban landscape suggests that people 
organise their city images into patterns – paths, edges, nodes, districts, and 
landmarks. He suggests these should be taken into account by design professionals in 
order to create a more imageable and liveable city. By imagebility, Lynch means the 
“quality   in   a   physical   object   which   gives   it   a   high   probability   of   evoking   a   strong  
image   in   any   given   observer”   (Lynch,   1960,   p.9).   Focusing   on   the   physical  
environment as an independent variable, a highly imageable (apparent, legible, or 
visible)   city   in  Lynch’s  observation   is  “well   formed,  distinct,   remarkable”  (Ibid).   In  
other words, a highly imageable city evokes a formidable mental image because it has 
strong   “personality”,   “character”,   and   an   “identifiable”   spirit.   Cities   may   evoke   a  
favourable image and a universal appeal (such as Venice with its canals and 
gondolas) or negative and unfavourable qualities (like squalor and slum of many 
cities from the developing world), yet a strong image. Thus, all cities, one way or the 
other fall under a broad spectrum of imageability, ranging from strong to weak 
‘personalities’  and  from  favourable  to  unfavourable  ‘characters.’   
Despite providing an insightful analytical starting point, the pattern or 
orientation to the city that Lynch suggests remains consistent for all, which leaves 
further scope for research and all the more so in the context of Asian cities that like 
Dhaka  do  not  correspond  to  Lynch’s  highly  gridded planned city. Not surprisingly, as 
early as 1969, a study by M.K Aref points out that Dhaka city images are not 
particularly strong in most of the five elements that Lynch lays out (as cited in Islam, 
1996). Later studies by Islam also show how images could be abstract as well as 
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visual and of the visual images only landmarks (eg, Lalbagh Fort, Curzon Hall etc.) 
and districts (e.g. Ramna) are meaningful (as cited in Islam, 1996). The other three 
city planning elements as paths, edges, and nodes are found to be inconspicuous in 
this regard. But as Scott (1998) most aptly points out, we need to be sceptical about a 
straightforward relationship between the formal spatial order and the social 
experience. The inhabitants of the city always have their own ways of relating to the 
city  and  “lacking a geometric logic in the plan does not mean it was confusing to its 
inhabitants”  (Ibid,  53).  This   is  also  supported  by  Gutschow’s  findings  on  Bhaktapur  
discussed above. Similarly, if Dhaka has gone through a transmutation from   “a  
genteel and sedate town to this present incarnation as a dizzying metropolis of 12 
million   people,   blaring   automobiles   and   blocks   of   unpainted   concrete   apartments”,  
Dhaka dwellers must have tailored their somatic image of the city in a corresponding 
manner (Sobhan, 2008). In   Lynch’s   understanding   the   “patterns”   by   which   the  
dwellers organise their city refer to physical patterns only, leaving out the grid of 
personal reference points and mental patterns as evidenced in Bhaktapur. 
Walter  Benjamin’s  observation on architecture as an art perceived in a state 
of   distraction,   noticed   in   an   “incidental   fashion”   by   passers-by, also has long back 
indicated the unsuitability of the heavy dependence on the affective quality of built 
structures that Lynch presupposes (Benjamin, 1968: 242). Besides, writing in 1960s, 
Lynch’s   elements   for   imageability   themselves   have   become   outmoded   to  
accommodate the porous metropolises or post metropolises of twenty first century, be 
it in the global north or south. For example, it completely disregards the inundating 
electronic images that have become the hallmark of the cities of present day. So, we 
need new patterns of thinking about the imageability of the city that are more 
accommodating of both somatic and abstract properties and associations that the city 
evokes.  
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Interestingly,   the   problem   with   Lynch’s   idea   of   creating   an   imageable   city  
corresponds   to  what   Scott   (1998)   refers   to   as   “seeing   like   a   state”.  By   choosing   to  
harbor a state like perception of the city one may lose out on the life lived in the city 
as  “the grand plan of the ensemble has no necessary relationship to the order of life as 
it   is  experienced  by   its   residents”  (Ibid,  58).  Even  more   importantly,  as  the  state  for  
administrative purposes draws a readable plan that can be reproduced, the planned 
and predictable  city  becomes  almost  a  “kind  of  currency”  and a standardized product 
for the market with general usefulness for exchange (Ibid). This is aptly reflected in 
the clamorous claim – even if quite superficial – of almost all the model towns 
mushrooming in the outskirts of the capital city of Bangladesh to be another Dhaka. 
In actuality, what they set out to emulate is only a city from distance much like the de 
Certeauean concept city, and even worse as theirs is twice removed from the lived 
city. Thus, the concept city is one of the strongest imaginary that propels the growth 
of Dhaka. 
The probing into the intangible associations, on the other hand uncovers a 
more intimate city and foregrounds what some of the easiest handles (both in terms of 
materiality and immateriality) are that the city dwellers are likely to grip to have a 
mental hold of the city. Jonathan Raban (1974) has already explored how elements 
like dirt, disorder, chaos can be as effective and instrumental anchors to the city as 
paths and nodes are meant to be. Conversely personal habits, prejudice, superstition, 
trivial  rituals  and  attributes  emanating  from  one’s  personal  associations  with  the  city  
such as desire, longing, memory and even aspiration and fantasy can also be used as 
daily navigational tools in the city one lives in as Pamuk and Calvino show in their 
respective works. There is a dearth of empirical studies in the social sciences in 
general that could accommodate this rich repertoire of complex references that the 
city engenders, topography, very likely, constituting only a part of it. 
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Seen in this light, Lynch’s   focus   on   how   spatial   organisation   can   best   be  
designed to fit the needs of human beings to belong and to be able to read cities 
remains trans local and trans historical. Processes of perception themselves are 
historically specific, with the result that attempts to specify transhictorically valid 
modes of urban perception are doomed to fail. 
3.4.2. Lived Stories and Praxis: Making Sense through Binaries and Differences 
Postmodern theorisations on the city also put emphasis on the immaterial 
properties of the city to a certain extent by privileging discourses on chaos and the 
unintelligibility of the city as an organic form. Very often they celebrate the quixotic, 
the ever changing nature of the urban world, and the rich diversity inscribed therein to 
suggest that the city is many cities and the place positionality has an important impact 
on the ways in which the dwellers understand, negotiate and live in the city 
(Westwood and Williams, 1997: 5). Given this understanding, it is not surprising that 
much recent academic works on cities have concentrated upon specific localities 
within cities in order to elaborate narratives of city life that no longer claim to 
represent  “the  urban”  but,  instead,  are  “stories  from  the  city”  (Ibid:  6).38  Such a shift 
in analysis can be seen as part of the attempts to address the fundamental changes 
wrought in the city itself as it has become what Edward Soja (1997) calls 
“postmetropolis”.    The  prefix  ‘post’  marks  the  transition  from  that  traditional  modern 
city to something significantly different, to new forms and patternings of urban life 
that are increasingly challenging well-established modes of urban analysis. Soja 
maintains: 
The changes have been so dramatic that we can no longer simply add our new 
knowledge to the old. There are too many incompatibilities, contradictions, 
disruptions. We must instead radically rethink and perhaps deeply restructure                                                              38 See Seabrook (1996), who vividly evokes the daily life in different cities of South Asia in his unique account of the lived experience of its people. Simone (2007) and Jaguaribe (2007) also juxtapose contradictory spatial and mental movements with those found in regular city discourse in the context of an African and a Brazilian city respectively. 
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– that is deconstruct and reconstitute – our inherited forms of urban analysis 
to meet the practical, political and theoretical challenges presented by the 
postmetropolis ( Soja, 1997: 20-21). 
Overall, these micro stories or city narratives, told from different positions highlight 
differences – in terms of class, gender, race; binaries – past/present, 
inclusion/exclusion, rural/urban; presence/absence – virtual-real – as registers to the 
city. These lived stories from the city that underscore praxis are conceptually more 
open no doubt as they contribute to the postmodern geographies with their porousness 
but analytically speaking remain an unsatisfactory frame with which to understand 
what   Ashraf   and   Puri   (2010)   call   the   relatively   more   complex   “lived,   affiliative  
properties”   of   the   city,   losing   cogency.   They   also   remain   too   localised   and  
personalised accounts to be cognitively connected to the negotiation of the city and 
adding little substantial to the challenges of postmetropolis that Soja urges the new 
forms of urban analysis to address. I shall cite a particular example to demonstrate 
this inadequacy perceived in the said discursive approach. 
3.4.3. The City as an Emotive Site 
Critiquing the national state as the primary site of belonging Ashraf and Puri (2010) 
deploy the notion of hometown to foreground the city as a viable site of affiliation 
and engagement and an alternative to the abstract post national spatiality. Viewed in 
terms of subjective attachments or belonging that are not contained by the discourses 
of homeland or nation, the notion of hometown helps understand how the city is 
perceived as socially, materially and existentially significant. This conceptualisation 
is important as it points out the imbrication of self and space through imagined and 
affective attachments. Nevertheless, despite its promises, the hometown as a concept 
remains a highly emotional, one-sided construct and fails to provide intimate insights 
into the somatic nature of the politics. Moreover, the construction of hometown is 
marked by a nostalgia that very often characterises the notion of homeland and nation 
for the diaspora or any formation of place engendered by or related to spatial 
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dislocation either forced or willed. Therefore, even though it seeks an alternative 
spatiality of belonging than nation, the line separating the two remains porous and a 
more comprehensive framework for understanding the city as an emotive site, still 
unrealised. 
 
3.5. Research on Dhaka 
There is no dearth of local writings on Dhaka,39 rather they are available in all forms 
and shapes – individual newspaper articles, personal memoir, essays, fiction and non-
fiction, mostly in the vernacular and a few in English. But, with the exception of the 
work of a few Dhaka-enthusiasts including historians, geographers, urban scholars 
etc., and especially the studies undertaken and sponsored by Centre for Urban Studies 
(CUS), Asiatic Society of Bangladesh, faculty and student run researches in 
Bangladesh University of Engineering and Technology (BUET) and Dhaka 
University (DU), local research initiatives on Dhaka, in the true sense of the term, i.e. 
internationally acceptable in-depth studies, are only a handful. A general survey of 
these writings shows that the scholarship in urban studies in general has particularly 
focused on and is dominated by three overlapping areas: urbanization and urban 
development of the city (Islam: 1996, Hafiz and Rabbani: 2011; Ahmed [1991] 2009 
2nd ed.  etc.), historical evolution of the city (Ahmed: [1886] 2003 3rd ed, 1991; Dani, 
1956; Mamoon, 1993, 2003, 2008; Ahmed, 1991, Ghosh 2009) and sectoral aspects 
of urban planning and governance (Islam 2005; Chowdhury and Ahmed: 2011;Shafiq 
2000).40  
In these discussions, megacity Dhaka provides the parameters of our 
understanding of the contemporary urban landscape in Bangladesh, a pattern noticed 
in the region all together. So, urban research in Bangladesh is mostly about Dhaka                                                              39 Though they may not be available to a wider readership for not being translated enough. 40 See Nazrul Islam (1994) for a review of the urban research trends in Bangladesh. 
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with occasional studies on other cities, which is negligible in number.  In Bangladesh 
there are a very few studies that broadly discuss the urban milieu in its wider social 
context. A number of sociological studies such as one done by Siddiqi (1990), Khatun 
(2003), Mahbub (1997), Bashir (2011) are also limited to questions of specific 
community or class, poverty, and migration. Other than this, the dire urban conditions 
of Dhaka have generated a slew of researches among specialists – in architecture and 
urban design programmes in Bangladesh and abroad – but by and large, the outcome 
remains confined within a small community of specialists and policy oriented 
development circles.  
In general, the nature of urban research in Bangladesh does not yield much 
creative theorising about the city. As Ashraf (2010) aptly notes, the city thus far has 
been  framed  only  as  “a  financial  matrix  or  a  demographic  constellation”  in  large-scale 
research by urban planners and geographers, recording  the  so  called  “truth”  about  the  
city. The city is treated as an object of knowledge, a rather static and quantifiable fact. 
A common pattern noticed in these studies is their effort to make sense of the city 
through a synecdoche and arriving at a generalised picture. A majority of these 
studies focus on different aspects of the city – mostly visible and physical urban 
forms (such as housing, transport, population, slums) and conditions gone awry 
(sanitation, environment pollution, sustainability). These aspects are addressed under 
different index or barometer that are fixed and generic, producing a holistic image of 
a disfunctionality of some kind followed by prescriptive treatises – what Calvino 
suggestively dismisses through his fifty five accounts of Venice. The result of such 
generalisation based on statistics and facts – commonly misconstrued, as 
representative of the urban condition – is no less panoramic than the one De Certeau 
derides in his Practice of Everyday Life.  With such narrow physical and functional 
approach to the concept of the city in general, this prolific authoritative discourse on 
the city formidably understates the social and psychological dimensions of the same. 
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There is a dire need for these scholarly discourses to be more sociologically and 
culturally rooted.41  
Of the existing body of research oriented publications, the most recent study 
which hinges on the dual nature and the everyday negotiation of the city as a potent 
tool  for  urban  research,  is  Elisa  T.  Bertuzzo’s  (2009)  Fragmented Dhaka: Analysing 
Everyday Life   with   Henry   Lefebvre’s   Theory   of   Production   of   Space. Bertuzzo 
prioritises the unaccounted for everyday fragmented subjective perceptions of the city 
as cultural elements of urbanisation in the context of Dhaka. Deconstructing the myth 
of urbanisation as self-contained and uniform, her study of Dhaka proves it to be an 
essentially fragmentary and heterogeneous process.   Adapting   Henry   Lefebvre’s  
theory of production of space, and delving into the everyday perception of the city, 
her research findings also dispel the traditional notion of the interrelationship between 
the city and its ordinary dwellers as marked by passivity and dissociation. Without 
any formal power to change the landscape, the ordinary city dweller has hardly been 
seen as an active agent in the process of urbanisation, the jargon-heavy technicalities 
of which only a special few can fathom. As Lefebvre, her investigation into the 
tripartite field of production of space – the physical, mental and social filed – has 
pointed out how the dweller deploys several unique strategies which gets inscribed 
into his spatial practices and which in turn shapes or produces space in that particular 
context. 
Bertuzo’s   work   is   significant   in   two   ways.   First,   it   helps   substantiate   with  
empirical evidence the direct agency of the dweller in constituting the urban 
experience from a socio and psychological perspective, which sure is a valuable 
                                                             41 However, my research was fortunate to have coincided with the 400th jubilee of capital Dhaka that not only generated a nation-wide celebration but also a pool of scholastic endeavours in every possible forms– including individual books, both fiction and non-fiction, journal articles, newspaper columns etc. – dedicated only to the city. Such a range of writings was surely not bound to concerns about the physical city only. Asiatic Society of Bangladesh alone has published a 19 book series of scholarly publications on Dhaka during 2008-2011 to commemorate the 400 years of capital Dhaka. 
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contribution to the city discourse in general. Another crucial way it adds to the 
psycho-social and cultural approach to the city is by taking in the mental 
representational space as an analytical device. She uses mental maps as a visual 
representation of the mental place making process to bring forward the socially 
embedded concepts of space to the forefront. She also shows how conception and 
production of space are subjected to many affective properties like memories, values, 
prejudices, emotions, recollection of moments that are lived and those that are 
imagined (Bertuzzo, 2009:194). To be more precise, her findings demonstrate how 
territoriality is conceived as a corollary of identification, inclusion, exclusion and 
other immaterial associations of the city. She also finds transformation of 
environment according to aspirations in   her   informants’   mental   representation   of  
space. However, one overall limitation of the study is its over bearing conceptual 
framework. Even though an empirical study, the investigation of the fields of analysis 
remains   restricted  by  Lefebvre’s   theorem,  which  denies   fuller   scope   to  many   of   the  
possibilities that the abundant research findings invoke. 
Similarly,  Farida  Nilufar’s  (1997)  unpublished  PhD  thesis  on  the  organically  
grown neighbourhoods of Dhaka city in both Old and New Dhaka areas explores 
people’s   everyday   city   and   spatial   behaviour   pattern   and   uncovers   immense  
possibility in studying them for design professionals. Her study of the organic cores 
of the city points out  the  failure  of  planners’  concept  of  “neighbourhood  unit”  in  their  
presupposed correspondence among the physical, social and functional units. Her 
findings demonstrate that the organisation patterns of the perceived physical areas in 
a locality are not necessarily social or functional units. This non-correspondence 
indicates that the actual complexity of multiple overlaps cannot be simplified into a 
static hierarchical spatial organization (Nilufar, 1997: 236). It is evident that the rigid 
functional determinism in the landscape as proposed by the planners seems to be 
ineffectual to the formation of locally integrated urban communities such as those 
found in Old Dhaka (Ibid: 226). Even though urban imaginary is not the primary 
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focus  of  her  research,  Nilufar’s  study  is  significant  in  broadening  Lynch’s  concept  of  
imageability in the formation of neighbourhood in the context of non western cities. 
She demonstrates how dwellers use many immaterial associations as registers to the 
city and create  “well  defined  and  strongly  structured  ‘localities’  within  the  urban  grid  
of   the   city   [which]   appear   to   be   more   meaningful   than   the   ‘arbitrary  
neighbourhoods’”(227).   She   argues   that   like   the   traditional mohallas (Bangla word 
for   locality)  of   the   old   city,   the   ‘localities’   in  Dhaka   represent   a   form  of   'perceived  
communities’,  which  seems  intrinsic  to  the  morphological  structure  of  the  city  (228).    
This is one way of understanding how the apparent chaotic urban conditions in Dhaka 
work.  
More recently, architect and urbanist Ashraf (2012) has argued for utopian 
imagination as a strategic tool for the city professionals as a way out of the abysmal 
disorder that Dhaka has fallen into. As the city dangerously teeters between tragedy 
and farce induced by numerous discrepancies between the policies made and the 
policies   broken,   participating   in   what   he   calls   “the   politics   of   possible”   is   the   only  
way forward, i.e. if a new order out of this impasse is to be worked out (46). In fact, 
he has put forward a fifteen point manifesto for a possible and better Dhaka, that in 
his   words   is   “tantalizingly   real   .   .   .   yet   far   from   being   experienced”   (70).   Coming  
from a practitioner this is an important contribution as he gives high priority to 
imagination when it comes to the city. He also finds the lack of it as one of the main 
reasons  for  Dhaka’s  proverbial  failure:   
The planning of Dhaka needs imagination more than technocracy, and lots of 
it. Dhaka needs more imaginative prowess than, say, New York City (249).  
 
Saif Ul Haque, in the preface to the book, also agrees saying,  
two main causes seem to have led to a deteriorated Dhaka: a weak and 
inefficient urban governance mechanism, and the absence of an effective 
visionary plan (2012: 37).  
 
The emphasis here is more on inculcating a bold vision for the future of the city that 
does   not   yet   exist   than   the   plan’s   imaginative   ability   to   anticipate   life’s   disruptive  
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forces, because it is given that no matter how imaginary plans are they are to be 
disrupted by life. 
Ashraf  is  not  only  concerned  about  the  planners’  imaginative   leap  but  also  a  
poverty of imagination in the public discourses on the city as he describes  
[a]lthough there are lots of activism centering around human rights issue, 
women’s  issue,  and  some  around  environmental  issues  .  .  .  I  don’t  think  there  
is any organised activity around the future of the city, to imagine changes, 
and  to  demand  such  changes  at  a  popular  or  community  level  (2012:  249).”   
 
Another academic platform that has produced the most extensive amount of work on 
Dhaka is the historical writings. Muntassir Mamoon alone has published volumes on 
Dhaka,42 even though, unfortunately, he has not been translated in corresponding 
prolificacy. 43  Being a historian,   Mamoon’s   work   in   general   is   imbued   with   an  
antiquarian interest, yet, he has a discerning eye for sociological observations in 
whatever be his subjects. His thought provoking perceptions constantly glimmer 
through the historical specificity of his narration, some of which have provided great 
insights   and   helped   shape   the   line   of   thinking   for   my   own   research.   Mamoon’s  
(2009)a Deyaler Shohor Dhaka (Dhaka: A city of Walls) 44  that   traces   Dhaka’s  
journey from a city of gardens to that of rickshaws is a case in point. His focus is 
largely in documenting such transformation grounded in political and social history of 
the city. In one of the essays in the collection titled From a city of Gardens to a City 
of Rickshaws45 he brings out the changing nature of the political imaginary of Dhaka 
across different regimes and how they get materially inscribed in the hard city. 
Sometimes as red brick buildings amidst lush green, while at other times as a pure 
modernist sweep of concreted ones and yet another time as the rural in the urb, the 
general imaginary of the city under different authorities has always been in a state of 
flux. As he quite aptly observes, in case of Dhaka, these material embodiments of the 
imaginary city of the   overlords   remain   limited   to   “a   cosmetic   layer”,   of   different                                                               42 His individual works are mostly collected under the five volumes of Dhaka Omnibus. 43 See Mamoon, 2005, 2007, 2009a, 2009b for example. 44  Originally in Bangla. Translation mine. 45  Originally in Bangla. Translation mine. 
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flavours only (26- 32). What he leaves unattended is how such material embodiment 
of the urban imaginary affect the city discourse in general, conditioning the 
imagination of the city in the long run. Nevertheless, Mamoon’s  sporadic  sociological  
observations gleaned from his five historical omnibuses on Dhaka are highly 
suggestive and speak volumes about the complexities that life in Dhaka entails – both 
somatically and semiotically.  
If one goes by demographic majority, Dhaka is a city of poor people.46 Those 
who are in economic and political control of the city are the middle class – both lower 
and upper end – very much responsible for what Dhaka has become today, Mamoon 
(2009) claims. In his comparatively short eponymous essay Dhaka: A city of Walls 
Mamoon (2009) attempts a sociological reading of the city of walls. Ashraf (2004) on 
a different occasion bemoans how Dhaka has become a fragmented city with its 
walled enclaves for houses. He also mentions  how  “the  biggest  investment  in  the  city  
is  walls  and  fences.”  According  to  Mamoon,  the  only  aspiration  in  life  and  dream  of  
the middle class city dweller47 is limited to a piece of land or house. Once achieving 
this goal, the first thing one does is to safeguard it from encroachment by enclosing it 
with a wall. He connects this tendency of building walls to the colonial law and land 
grabbing mentality of the people in general. The colonial law, still operating in land 
disputes and inheritance, gives primacy to the question of control than legal 
ownership. So, unsurprisingly, as soon as a person owns a piece of land, the wall 
follows as a symbol of his control over it. Land grabbing is so rampant in Dhaka that 
state-owned property, public places or any free spaces for that matter, frequently fall 
prey to it. Implicit in this illegal act is also an imagined city that the land grabber 
imagines into being in all its hardness. Even though this lies beyond the scope of the 
present research, it will be interesting to see how this trend of bhumi doshshuta or 
land grabbing preconditioned by an altogether different imaginary city in all its                                                              46 A 1990 study revealed that 50% of the population of Dhaka lives below poverty line, while 30% below the extreme poverty level (Islam, 2005: 29-30). 47 Mamoon referred to the middle class specifically. 
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materiality can be constitutive of urban space, be it within or beyond the legal 
parameter.  
On a more favourable scenario, the intertwining of aspiration and dream i.e. 
the affiliative properties of the city with the physical built environment, actually 
happens quite often, if one cares to look at the advertising material of the leading 
house and land developer companies, all promising to sell a shopner bari or a dream 
house, which is mostly a middle class dream of a tangible footing in the dizzying 
metropolis. Even though Mamoon points out the instance of the middleclass but the 
rhetoric of the dream house has a wider currency and is shared by many people across 
class   and   social   standing.   Therefore,   Mamoon’s   invocation   of   the   middle   class’  
imaginary Dhaka is suggestive and helps to make a case for why they need to be 
studied in greater scope than just historical grounding. 
Along the same line, Morshed (2011) provides a very interesting reading of 
the sociology of traffic jams in Dhaka, an iconic image of the city. In his article 
Sociology   of   Dhaka’s   Traffic   Congestion Morshed holds   “a   moneyed middle-class 
minority”   responsible for aggravating the traffic congestion of the city. Exclusively 
dependent on private vehicles that occupy 70%  of  Dhaka’s  streets,  this economically 
privileged group jeopardises urban mobility to a great extent, he claims. Instead of 
proposing  a  “technical   fix”   like  flyovers  or  underground  rail,  he  draws  our  attention  
to the sociological reasons behind such high priorities placed on private transport. 
Such undue preference averts any attempt at deglamourising personal car ownership, 
which should be the first measure taken to solve the problem, he maintains. 
According  to  Morshed,  “in the heroic narrative of economic growth, we view owning 
a car as a sure-fire sign of social mobility   and  class   recognition.”  Moreover, in the 
popular imagination of the urban middle-class, going outside the home has become 
synonymous  with  threats:  “menacing  muggers,  reckless  trucks,  and  health  hazards  of  
all  kinds”  (Ibid).  Any  space  beyond  the  private  domain   is   thus,  considered  negative.  
Since the outdoors is a place to be avoided, the natural propensity for the urbanites is 
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to create a private cavity in the public space. According to Morshed, for the middle 
class,  “[t]hat  private  bubble  is  the  car.”  The  car  provides  multiple  facilities,  including  
a reassuring sense of safety and social class. A similar argument can be made for the 
mushrooming modernised boxes – the apartment buildings, another iconic image of 
Dhaka. Therefore, seen from this angle, the unawareness or failure to take the 
imaginary city into account renders any attempt at understanding the hard city 
inadequate.  
The   nature   of   this   “bubble”   may   vary,   but   what   is   significant   in   this  
observation is the fact that situated in the context of such long seated fears and 
inhibitions, the need for the bubble remains constant across class and social standing. 
This is a phenomenon, which if brought under close critical attention may yield 
valuable insights into the social and mental associations of the city. Thus, going 
beyond the socio-economic specificity of the group (here middle class) it is possible 
to  read  both  Mamoon’s  and  Morshed’s  observations as suggestive of an approach that 
needs to be taken up for a fuller understanding of the city. Sobhan (2008), writing on 
a different context notes how the present Dhaka is  
a tinderbox, where muggers, petty thieves and hijackers are routinely beaten 
to death by angry crowds of vigilantes; where disgruntled industrial workers 
take   over   the   streets   at   a  moment’s   notice;;  where   violence   and   anarchy   are  
never far away. Dhaka is always seething, swelling, heaving and pulsating. 
 
Mamoon (2009) finds this disgruntlement natural to a city where city plans remain 
essentially myopic regardless of regimes and rulers – the myopia of these grand plans 
lies in their failure to reflect those who were the majority (the poor). 48  These 
disappointments are not self-contained and spill over to other aspects of life, turning 
                                                             48  In its long history, all the plans to make the city look clean and worthy of a capital were to be achieved at the cost of the rural migrants who flocked the city with high hopes and had become an indelible feature of the urban landscape. Those cosmetic changes, even when in favour of the rural Bengal, even after independence, as in the time of Shekh Mujibar Rahman (1972-1975), ironically transported the rural population to the farthest corner of the city if not out of it. The city got cleaned but it was bursting at its seam lines triggering more discontent among the dwellers. See Mamoon (2009a), for a 
detailed	  discussion	  on	  Dhaka’s	  topography	  and	  imaginary	  under	  different	  political	  regimes. 
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the city into a city of protests and seething anger, a tone and feel that still characterise 
the city, according to Sobhan (2008). It is in providing adequate insights into this 
“tone  and  feel”,  which  Pamuk  accommodates   in  his  concept  of  “texture”  of   the  city  
that the existing approaches to the cities fall short. What is called for is an analysis of 
these tendencies on the city dweller’s  part from a socio-cultural perspective, which is 
the aim of the present research.  
 
3.6. Contextualising the Present Research 
In summary, this chapter presents a short review of the existing body of socio-cultural 
urban scholarship, which marks a gradual transition of focus from physical to extra 
physical properties of the city as a preparatory ground for the current research. More 
specifically, in trying to cull from the precursors in the field this brief survey tries to 
chart out two things – what is said and what is left out. While the study at hand is 
thoroughly informed by the former, the latter helps situate its propositions regarding 
the direct and active interrelationship between the city and imagination as part of an 
on-going discursive flow. Overall they provide the basis for the argument for the 
imaginary city as a potent tool in bringing forth a more comprehensive and nuanced 
understanding of the city, as put forward by the present research. 
More specifically, the basic premises of this research – the city is essentially 
imaginary and its intangible associations are an important constituent of urban 
experience as the tangible ones – have been based on the early urban scholarship 
where the softer properties of the city have been recognized and seen as having some 
kind  of  agency,  such  as  Simmels’  and  Wirths’.  My point of departure from Simmel is 
at the secondary status given to the subjective agency of the dweller. The present 
study takes in the interrelationship of the urban space and the dweller that he 
demonstrates but veers away from his approach in delving into the very subjective 
and qualitative aspects of that relationship that Simmel does not see as co-existing. In 
85 
fact, I argue that it does not only co-exist, it actively contributes to the formation of 
“the  urban”  and  the  dweller’s  own  place  in  it.   
Equally important for my research is the basic dialectic between the biotic 
and symbiotic level of interaction that is responsible for the intricacies behind the 
composition of the city as propounded by   Louise  Wirth’s   Ecological   model.   Even  
though the ecological model contributes to the socio-cultural urban scholarship with 
its early acknowledgement of both material (population, artefact, natural habitat) and 
non-material factors (customs and beliefs) as constituents of human community, I do 
not adopt an ecological approach to explain urban life. My focus remains more actors 
centric than what the ecological perspective can offer. 
The present study aspires to enrich and broaden the scope of the existing 
conceptual categories in the changing context of the 21st century urban challenges by 
providing either a variety or empirical richness. For example, uncovering complex 
and embedded practices of imaginary place making by the city dweller, the research 
improves the Wirthian concept of urbanism. It does so by capitalising on the greater 
scope in its open and accommodative approach to the urban experiences of the 
present day Dhaka. The  study  also  expands  the  scope  of  Lynch’s  imageability  beyond  
the somatic and includes the abstract or supra physical properties of the city as 
essential elements of urban experience for many.  
The current project has gained immensely from the more contemporary 
discursive modes that the city writings in general have taken. In fact, my study can be 
said to be located in what many term as the cultural turn in the city discourse, as 
represented by Certeau. Building on his propositions on the power of everyday in the 
context of the city, one of the main aims of the present research is to make space for 
the  “non-systematic”  by  foregrounding the imaginary city along with its experiential 
counterpart, both carrying legible marks of displacement, erasure, dishevelment, 
86 
inertia,   disappearance,   illegitimacy   on   the   dwellers’   part,   things   which   de Certeau 
(1984)  finds  unaccounted  for   in   the  constructed  order  of   the  architect’s  or  planner’s  
imagination. Since the research is not limited to one type of imaginary place making 
practices or to one profession or class of people it hopes to salvage a wide array of 
facets and shades of soft Dhaka available from the popular discourses and 
experiential accounts of Dhaka city dwellers in order to claim an overdue place for 
them in the traditional urban discourse. 
With the lived stories, my dissatisfaction is that even in their recognition of 
imagination  or  other  softer  associations  of  the  city,  they  remain  the  “other.”    I  argue  
that the imagination of the urban, implicit in the soft city is not only a means to tap 
into the subaltern view but it is part of urban life in general and needs to be studied 
separately as a constitutive element of the urban living condition. In fact, this is one 
of the fundamental tools with which we negotiate our world made of brick and 
mortar. Hence, one of the main focuses of my research is to look for the imaginary 
city in its embodied materiality – by   which,   I   mean,   following   Morris,   “the   city  
understood as a set of interrelated symbolic and material practices that structure the 
urban   sphere   imaginatively   as   well   as   physically”   – so as to render it open for 
scholastic analysis and to make substantial contribution to the nature of urban 
analysis hence forth (2008: 519).49  
Of   all   the   recent   works   on   Dhaka,   Bertuzzon’s   essential   premises   of   the  
interrelation of the physical, mental and   social   fields   (as   per   Lefebvre’s  
conceptualisation) of production of space is crucial in making way for my research, 
which takes her investigation of the psychological properties of place making further. 
The most crucial point, however, in which my research diverges from the above is in                                                              49 See	  Morris’	  editorial	  introduction	  in	  the	  special	  issue	  on	  Urban	  Imaginaries	  of	  Inter-
Asia Cultural Studies Journal (2008) for a detailed discussion on the urban imaginary as a social site with tangible, social consequences like people constructing identities, negotiating ways of living together, defining and staging community, solidarity and resistance etc.   
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its focus – whereas Bertuzzo’s  was   concerned  with   the  process  of  urbanisation,   the  
present research is more about urbanism and the urban experience in general more 
than space. Another diverging point is in the treatment of imagination. Even though 
Bertuzzo recognises the ephemeral properties like desire and aspirations that go into 
the place making process, she does not give ample scope to them to develop as 
independent variables to affect the production of urban space. My research on the 
contrary, situates imagination as a daily   urban   practice   that   affects   the   dweller’s  
understanding as well as negotiation of the city and underscores its potentials as an 
analytical device to bring forth a broader understanding of the city. Even though 
imaginative practices by the dwellers are not   Bertuzzo’s   primary   concern,   her  
findings are suggestive of the greater extent to which imagination is embedded in our 
daily perception of the city. The present study, thus gains insights from her research 
findings in the context of Dhaka and probes further into these possibilities to yield a 
more nuanced understanding the city. My research also draws much inspiration from 
Farida   Nilufar’s   work   on   what   she   calls   the   “organic   city”   – one of the many 
manifestations of urban imagination as embedded practices – and adds more insights 
into  it  by  making  the  dweller’s  intimate  Dhaka  available  for  urban  analysis.   
Among all the influential works in recent time, my study has been most 
thoroughly  informed  by  Ashraf’s  (2012)  take  on  the  city,  more  so  as  it  comes  from a 
practitioner of the same. Even though he finds poverty of imagination as one of the 
root causes behind   Dhaka’s   plights,   I argue that there is no lack of imaginative 
exercise on the part of the dwellers. But, there sure is an inertia regarding giving such 
practices due recognition in the dominant urban discourse. This precisely is the role 
my research will play in making visible what tends to elude our vision. However, the 
most   important   way   that   Ashraf’s   (2012)   ideas   complement   my   research   is   in   his  
humanistic conception of the city. He subscribes to the idea of the city, as put forward 
by   Italian   architect  Renzo  as  “living expressions of complexity, built by time and a 
88 
million   stories”   (as   cited   in   Ashraf,   2012:   50).   He   has   provided   one   of   the   most  
humanistic analysis of the city coming from a city professional   in   recent   time:   “a 
journey to the heart of the city is not via its waste pipes, construction sites and GDP, 
but  the  mythology  embedded  in  those  million  stories”  (Ibid:  50).  To  understand  a  city  
one must understand those symbolic patterns infused in those stories. My research 
will add to this literature considerably as I bring the popular discourses on the city 
onto the board. 
Another crucial point of interest for my research in his articulations is that he 
considers public discourse on the city as essentially important for its wellbeing and 
healthy growth and underscores the need for the ideas and speculations of the 
professionals to get across the ivory tower and infiltrate public imaginary of the city. 
My research covers that very public domain that I hope will help mitigate the gap 
between the two to a great extent.  
Overall, the general drift towards the psycho-social and cultural approaches 
towards the city coupled with these flexible and open discursive formations opened 
an ideal critical space to go beyond the prescriptive approach and embrace those non-
problem oriented aspects of the city with the most creative lens possible. 
Accordingly,   in   the   spirit   of  Calvino’s  Marco   Polo,   the   study   tries to uncover why 
people behave the way they do in a given urban setting, why they live in the city 
irrespective of all the problems and how they go about naturalising the negativity 
with the active interference of imagination. By studying this porous intersection and 
dynamics between the finite materiality and the infinite immateriality through many 
uncharted terrains, my study hopes to broaden the existing ways of thinking about the 
city, contributing to the growth of this still developing discourse. But, as the idiom 




Modi operandi: The Nuts and Bolts 
Doing a research that involves imagination, taking in both the semiotic and the 
somatic, was rather complicated. Nowhere was the complication more conspicuously 
felt than the methods. In this chapter I present a brief compendium of the nitty-gritty 
behind the research – in a nutshell how I did what I did with special focus on the 
methods and tactics I used to get my data. 
4.1. Timeline and Duration 
The research was conceived in late 2009, when I did a pilot survey for an academic 
paper on a broader topic of which Dhaka was a part. Listening to people talk about 
what they thought of the city and how they felt about and connected to it, I was trying 
to tap into the imaginary place making processes that ran counter to the official 
discourse of belongingness embedded in the notions of citizenship and nationalities 
among others. It was the lure of this ever-eluding suggestiveness, which was yet to be 
gripped, and understood palpably that I decided to pursue the current research. The 
official fieldwork and data collection happened over a year, from July 2011to July 
2012. 
4.2. How I did what I did 
The purpose of my research can be said to be both phenomenological and 
ethnographic as I looked for description and meaning in the subjects I critically 
engaged with. Throughout my research I followed Spradley (1979) who, writing 
about ethnographic research specifically and qualitative research more generally, 
suggests that it is better to enter the field with no fixed, preconceived idea of what is 
there. It is more like constructing meaning assuming one does not know and 
developing an ontological understanding starting from the scratch. I found this to be a 
more accommodative and an open approach and suitable for this research as it takes 
in a wide range of material as its data source, many of which have never been brought 
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under critical attention and have a fluid and changeable nature (the chance discourses 
for example).   
Being a qualitative research, it called for a heterogeneous method of data 
collection. To be more specific, I have adopted a tripartite method to generate data: 
interviews – both semi structured and narrative – content and discourse analysis, and 
participant observation.  
The empirical content of this thesis is primarily based on the semi-structured 
and narrative interviews I conducted with ordinary city dwellers on their experiences 
of living in Dhaka between July 2011 and July 2012. Other than my main informants, 
I have also interviewed a group of city practitioners – architects, town planners, 
editors of metropolitan columns of both Bangla and English daily newspapers, 
officials from land and property development firms, rickshaw painters etc. as resource 
persons. This was helpful as it gave me ample insights into both the official and 
popular   discourses   on   the   city   from   the   practitioners’   perspective,   which   was  
beneficial as it helped my analysis to be more pragmatically rooted.  
The   interviews   yielded   significant   insights   into   the   ordinary   city   dwellers’  
thoughts and provided substantive content informing my understanding of their place 
making processes in an urban context and how they situate themselves in it. This was 
complemented and strengthened by interpretive content analysis of popular and 
publicly available discourses on the city which are inclusive of but not limited to 
newspapers,50 tourist brochures, transport art, graffiti or wall writings, leaf-lets as 
well as a wide range of secondary sources such as essays, articles, personal memoires, 
autobiographies that recount experiences of living in the city.  
                                                             50 Most Daily newspapers in Bangladesh, both in the vernacular and in English, run dedicated pages on the city. I analysed the city pages of one Bangla and one English daily. Therefore, when referring to newspapers I refer to these urban columns or sections alone. However, I have also taken into account editorials, public letters to the editor and various newspaper articles separately as secondary source material. See the section on content analysis (pp. 106-108) of this chapter for more details. 
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Other than the above, I used occasional participant observations at different 
localities across Dhaka city to a limited extent. I took recourse to it only to test my 
initial ideas regarding some commonly circulated images of the city and occasionally 
to gain more insights into informants’   assertions   on   some   everyday   practices.   The  
nature  of  these  observations  combined  casual  walks  through  Dhaka’s  principal  streets  
as well as selective observation of public places, and participant observation at 
different localities (ranging from busy bus and road intersections, official zones to 
less crowded residential areas). In observing how people behave in a certain context 
as they react to the plethora of signs and symbols around them, partaking, 
questioning, modifying and enriching the existing pool of words, images and 
sensibilities that have become interchangeable with the city itself, the aim was to 
bring to light the shared, unwritten values, norms and assumptions that govern their 
behaviour. Even though not used extensively, these observations contributed 
significantly to my quest for unpacking the socio-cultural context of ordinary lives in 
the city, as I shall discuss later. 
I was simultaneously collecting and recording51 chance discourses found in 
unconventional sources,52 whenever I was out in the street, in whatever sparse manner 
that time and mobility would allow. Even though I did not engage in a detailed 
analysis of them until I had completed the interviews, I kept notes of my immediate 
observations and personal responses to them, as well as noticeable public responses 
and my own interactions with people regarding them, if any, which were immensely 
helpful when I did the interpretive analysis later on. The materials were selected 
keeping their easy availability to the wider public in mind and also with a view to 
                                                             51 Mostly through photographs and personal notes. 52 such as writings of varied nature and purpose that adorn walls of Dhaka, random advertisement posters and placards, billboards at different sections of the city and transport art – the writings and drawings to be found on both public and private transports such as rickshaws, auto rickshaws, trucks, and buses. 
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their relevance to either continuing or rupturing the existing city imaginaries or 
forming new ones. 
In the following section I describe in detail how I deployed the three-pronged 
methods respectively. But before going into the interviews themselves, some 
clarification on how I went about selecting my informants and their aptness for this 
research will be beneficial.  
4.3. Notes on the Informants: Demographics 
I interviewed 36 people in total, and at least 10 from each social type. The 
age range was from 18-65. For selecting the informants, I first used snowball 
technique, also known as chain referral sampling, where I operationalized my social 
network and that of the informants who were readily available and willing 
participants. Then I used purposive sampling to narrow down on the large number of 
prospective informants to the final 36 based on criteria relevant to my research. The 
criteria used were age, occupation, location of residence and gender.  
Table 1-4 below illustrate a clear breakdown of the informants in terms of 
age, occupation, education and location so as to give an overall idea of the 
demographic distribution of the informants. I have not provided a separate table for 
the gender profile of the informants as they were equally divided between male and 
female for all three social groups. Of the 36 respondents 18 were male and 18 female. 
This was a deliberate move to avoid any undue generalisation or bias and to obtain a 
balanced account of the city of the mind. 
The number of interviewees in each group was not uniform. I started the 
interviews with the migrant group, of which I had the most number of informants. 
This is indicative of their being the biggest social type of residents in Dhaka. But to 
balance it I have maintained at least 10 (30%) people per category. 
93 
 







2 2 4 2 2 12 33.33 
Original 
Locals 
2 2 2 3 2 11 30.55 
Migrants 3 3 3 2 2 13 36.11 
Total      36 100 
Table 1: Informants by age group 
4.3.1. Occupational Profile 
It is not a class specific study, yet I did not want to completely eschew the 
question of class as that would make the enterprise lacking in a formidable way. Class 
is inescapable and ingrained in the everyday life choices people make. The study 
refrains from direct engagement with class not simply because class based researches 
on Dhaka are abundant. More importantly, class, gender along with poverty are 
already the master discourses that frame urban research eclipsing the possibility of 
other cross cutting discourses that may yield considerable effect on how people 
experience the city. However, this is not done to make them any less important. In 
fact, the present study tries to minimize this lacuna by selecting informants based on 
factors like occupation, varied levels of educational training, which along with their 
place of residence, by and large are reflective of their respective class and various 
social standing. This was done to tap into a cross class population. 
Accordingly, I have tried to include as much diversity in occupations of the 
informants as possible, covering a monthly income range of 3000 BDT53 to 1 lac54 
and above. As Table 2 below demonstrates, the most number of informants comprises                                                              53 1 SGD is equivalent to 64.81 BDT on25th January, 2013 54 1 lac is equivalent to 1 hundred thousand 
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students as they were common in all types to be followed by home-makers. On the 
other hand, there were some professions associated with menial labour such as 
domestic helps and rickshaw pullers that were overtly prevalent in migrant residents 
of the city. All other professions were found across social types. The table below 
gives a summary of the occupational profile of the informants.  
Occupation Number of informants Percentage  
Student 7 19.4 
Doctor 2 5.55 
Architect 3 8.33 
Entrepreneur  4 11.11 
Government Official (Mid 
and senior level) 
2 5.55 
Private Sector Employee 
(All Levels) 
3 8.33 
Teacher 3 8.33 
Garment worker (Entry 
and mid Level) 
2 5.55 
Domestic help 2 5.55 
Rickshaw Puller 2 5.55 
House Wife 5 13.8 
Artist 1 2.77 
Total 36 100 
Table 2: Informants by occupation  
4.3.2. Educational Profile 
Just like the occupational profile the educational profile was another important 
criterion for selecting informants. Initially, I wanted to interview only those who have 
at least primary level of education. But as I started looking at the educational profile 
of the migrant population and the original locals, I soon realized that I would be 
leaving out a considerable portion of both these groups if I were to do that. It was 
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keeping these considerations in mind that I decided to have no bar in educational 
profile in selecting the informants. One formidable section of the migrant population 
of Dhaka as represented by the rickshaw pullers and domestic helps in the research 
were illiterate, some were drop outs from schools at a very early age, while some 
could manage to write their names. But it was interesting that second generation 
onward, even the poor migrant group was better advanced in education and 
profession than the first. In fact, helping the next generation to get a better station in 
life was one of the main reasons that drove many poor migrants to come to Dhaka and 
to do menial labour, many of the migrant informants confirmed. Lack of education 
was prevalent in many early generations of original locals, albeit for a different 
reason.55 Among the Old Dhakaiyas, many homemakers and family heads were found 
to be either illiterate or with minimum education. In the long-term residents, all the 
informants had at least primary education. The table below shows a detailed break 
down of the informants according to their educational level. 
 
Table 3: Informants by educational level 
                                                              55 See the discussion on the original locals in the introduction of this thesis. 
Educational Level Number of 
informants 
Percentage  









Undergraduate 9 25 
Graduate  10 27.77 
Post Graduate 5 13.88 
Total 36 100 
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4.3.3. Spatial Distribution of the Informants 
The location or the place of residence was another important variable in selecting 
informants for this research. Commensurate with my research focus, I was keen on 
selecting residents from across the city. Accordingly, I divided Dhaka into four broad 
geographical sections depending on the four cardinal directions – North, East, South, 
West – and selected the informants from each zone to give cogency to the research 
population. Figure 2 below, gives a broad idea of the principle locations of the 
informants across the city. It does not include all the localities in each zone but gives 
a fair idea of the areas covered by the thesis. 
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Figure 2: Spatial distribution of the informants across the city. Map adopted from 
Banglapedia.56 
 
A careful look at these zones will demonstrate that the northern side of Dhaka 
is inclusive of various kinds of localities that cater to the poor, middle and wealthy 
class. There are highly stratified enclaves such as Gulshan, Baridhara, Banani that are 
exclusively upper class oriented both in terms of their residential zones and consumer 
and retail enterprises. In between, there are areas like Uttara, which cater to both                                                              56 http://www.banglapedia.org/HT/D_0145.HTM (accessed on September 20, 2013)  
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middle and higher middle class. Areas like Mirpur, Pallabi are generally known for 
their middle to lower class residential areas. I tried to draw informants from all these 
localities from different social groups that speak for their highest number in the 
collection. The same mixed nature is observed in all other zones. Cantonment, which 
is the officially demarcated zone for the armed forces has over the years become 
inclusive of a noticeably large portion of residential areas for civilians in its fringes, 
where many lower and middle class people live. Similarly in the West, on the one 
hand there is an exclusive upper class enclave like Dhanmondi and mixed areas like 
Green road, Kathal Bagan, Shyamoli etc. where one can expect to see simultaneous 
existence of different social groups. The Eastern side of Dhaka was once famous for 
its first planned residential area for the upper class called Wari, which has become a 
middle to lower middle class residential area at present. There are also Shanti Nagar, 
Eskaton, Baily Road that have become prime locations for land development agencies 
and is now a haven for the mushrooming apartment complexes catering to the middle 
and upper middle class. Even though Dhaka is increasingly getting socially and 
spatially divided there always remain  pockets  of  “the  other”  in  all  localities  that  share  
a symbiotic relationship with the predominant half. Dhaka can never be completely 
stratified due to this spontaneous growth. 
Location Number of People Percentage 
North 13 36.11 
East 7 19.44 
South 8 22.22 
West 8 22.22 
Total 36 100 




4.4. Selecting Minds: Prelude to the Interviews 
Before embarking on the in-depth interviews, which were more open in nature, I 
initially conducted some semi-structured interviews with 45 people, from which I 
eventually narrowed down to the final 36. This preliminary probing turned out to be 
tremendously insightful in that it completely transformed my idea of a passive field 
from  where  “data”  were  to  be  collected  and  of  the  researcher  as  an  objective  collector  
of data. Most importantly, it immensely helped me prepare for what to expect in the 
“field”   and   strategize accordingly. Just selecting and applying methods was not 
enough to elicit information or responses; I had to come up with some strategies on 
an ad hoc basis, which I shall discuss next. 
As stated before, initially I started interviewing people who showed interest 
in the project and were willing to give time for interview. The first thing I learned 
was that not all interest could be translated into information I was seeking. Many 
were interested out of misconceptions of various natures, which upon dispelled, the 
interest grew fainter and they became hard to reach for further communication. For 
example, one common misconception was that there was something to be gained 
either monetarily or in kind. Many rickshaw pullers and other menial labourers 
expected to be paid. Some expected their names and photographs to be published and 
were eager to be photographed. I did not commit to any such promises but took ad 
hoc decisions to ensure maximum cooperation under the circumstances. With 
rickshaw pullers, for instance, I consciously avoided making promises of exchange of 
any kind, as I feared that might put them under a contractual obligation to tell me 
things I wanted to hear in exchange for the promised benefit. Instead, I had them 
hired for a long distance ride to facilitate a conversation. Some eagerly participated 
and happily helped me let into their lives in those hour-long drives through different 
areas of Dhaka city, affectionately calling me Apa (Bangla word for sister). Some had 
not only told me their stories but had promised to take me to people and places where 
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I could get more information. I ended up paying them extra for giving me time and 
sharing their experience with me.  
But it was not a smooth ride all over. Some were looking for ulterior motives 
and made use of my personal phone number given out in good faith for further 
communication in quite inappropriate manners. My gender was coming in my way of 
a  successful   infiltration   into  my  “field”  and  gaining   trust  of   the  actors   there   in.  The  
problem was intensified when collecting popular discourses on the city I tried 
contacting practitioners and agencies whose posters, leaflets promised herbal cure for 
various diseases, especially of goponio shomoshsha (literally   meaning   “hidden  
problems,”   a   euphemistic term for sexual diseases) were abundantly distributed in 
Dhaka streets. Initially, in each case, I introduced myself as an academic researcher. 
Three out of five people were overtly suspicious and refused to give time saying that 
they do not want to talk about their practice. In some cases my being a female trying 
to know more about the somewhat furtive practices57 were kind of an amazement to 
them in the first place. Apni kyano eishob jante chan? (Why do you want to know 
this?) was a common question thrown instantly at me. Some even thought of me as an 
associate of a newbie and potential competitor in the business trying to have an idea 
of the market and were reluctant to share the kind of information I was seeking.  
The rest seemed to have more far sight and saw a potential client in me, who 
was hesitant to seek advice for sexual problems that they offer remedies for in fear of 
compromising my privacy and anonymity. One even ensured complete secrecy in 
advance by offering to post all medicines via post in exchange for payment via bank 
draft in which case I, a potential customer would not have to reveal my identity. I 
then realised that by merely appearing to be interested to talk or even refer to these 
“hidden   problems”   (i.e.   sexual   diseases)   I   was   threatening to compromise the very 
secrecy upon which their business thrives. This not only deviated the attention to                                                              57 More on that in the later chapters. 
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myself as a woman, it also accentuated my otherness and enhanced my distance from 
those I wanted to familiarize. Using my personal hand phone for making these 
queries, once again proved disastrous as I started getting crank calls of dubious 
natures afterwards. It was not until then that I had to think of alternative means to get 
the information I sought and solicited help of a male friend to assist me. Together, we 
came   up   with   some   “strategies”   to   overcome   these   uncalled   for   incidents   and   yet  
ensure my access to the information.  
Then on, instead of me enquiring, I had my friend visit some of their 
“chambers”  as  a  potential  customer,  who  was  more believable than I was to them. He 
would get me basic details on the customer profile – such as type of people, age 
group, male-female ratio etc. – who visited these magic doctors claiming to have a 
cure for many diseases, if not all, and that also within a specific time frame. Most 
importantly, he could do this without attracting any attention to himself or causing 
any disturbance to the flow of events. Since I wanted to know more about the leaflets 
themselves and their advertisement strategies, mere visits to chambers and 
observation of clients were not enough. I had my friend call a few similar treatment 
centres as a journalist doing a story on alternative medicine practices in Bangladesh. 
The centres were still suspecting and reluctant to give away information on their trade 
but the supposed association with a daily sanctioned a kind of authority on the 
enquiries and I managed to get partial and harmless details such as printing costs, 
target areas and customers etc. However, keeping the lesson learnt last time in mind, 
we did not use any of our personal hand phones to contact them and purchased a sim 
card only to be used for this purpose. To probe even further, my friend also helped me 
get information from other sources, like parar boro bhai (local goons) who were at 
once regular customers and extorted money regularly from these small businessmen. 
They were part and parcel of these somewhat clandestine businesses and were in a 
way, insiders.  
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On a different note, during the semi-structured interviews in the initial phase, 
I was increasingly being aware of the influence my presence as an educated woman 
living abroad independently was exerting on the informants. In many cases, I could 
feel the responses were more in anticipation of what I wanted to hear and some were 
even looking for my validation before a comment and some tried to gauge what I was 
looking for as an answer. I had to be extremely cautious and reiterated that there was 
no judgment involved and that there were no right or wrong answers. Normally I 
would start with a brief introduction to my project in simple and ordinary language. I 
took great care in the way I phrased my queries, yet I was getting more one-word 
answers than engaged and detailed responses. I soon figured out, following Chase 
(1995)  that  the  problem  was  inescapably  inherent  in  the  “orientation  of  the  questions”  
and not in the way they were phrased. I was directing my informants to my own 
interest  rather  than  to  their  experiences  and  inviting  in  Livia  Polanyi’s  terms   reports 
than stories (as quoted in Chase, 1995: 2-4, Italics mine). Stories or narratives are 
important   as   Viney   and   Bousefield   (1991)   assert   “much   of   our   cognitive   and  
emotional work is performed using narrative structures: we create meaning in our 
lives by telling ourselves stories  about  our  experiences”  (757).  Questions  asking  for  
opinion  like  “what  do  you  think  of  the  governance  of  the  city?”  are  too  external  and  
distant   to   the   ordinary   dweller’s   experience   of   city   life   that   is   fraught   with  
uncertainty, contradiction, gaps and silences and they merely orient the informants to 
the  researcher’s  interests  (Ibid,  11).  Faced  with  recurrent  moments  like  this,  I  decided  
to shift my focus to narrative interviews that could ask for narratives about life 
experiences and would be more open in nature. If I were to make sense of an 
embedded  social  process  I  cannot  but  take  seriously  people’s  ways  of  understanding  
them, which is inherently by narration, which made narrative interview an obvious 
choice for me (Ibid, 2). However, in opting for narrative interviews, I was not aiming 
to tap into the private emotions, beliefs, attitudes and ideas for their own selves, 
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rather I sought to understand the general process as embedded in the ordinary lives of 
people. Besides, as Chase, beautifully describes: 
Narration is a complex social process, a form of social action that embodies 
the relation between narrator and culture. Taking narrative seriously means 
directing our attention to that process of embodiment, to what narrators 
accomplish as they tell their stories and how that accomplishment is 
culturally  shaped”  (Ibid). 
From these initial interviews, I have also learned not to use the word imagination, to 
avoid making people speculative leap regarding the kind of work I must have wanted 
to do based on their understanding of the term. I realized that the conceived bipolarity 
of reality and imagination runs so deep that I was more cautious during the next phase 
not   to  utter   the  word  “imagination”   itself.  The  closest   I   got   to  was  “What   comes   to  
your   mind   when   I   say   Dhaka?”   The   verb   “imagine”   turned   out   to   be   literally  
weightless and it was very difficult to keep people and their thoughts rooted to a 
pragmatic discussion about it. 
4.4.1. Selecting Minds: Phase Two 
After my first set of semi-structured interviews I was better prepared to conduct the 
in-depth interviews with selected informants. Based on the information provided 
during the previous interviews, I shortlisted 40 people as possible informants for my 
research. The selection criteria were primarily based on mostly their demographic 
profile as discussed before, length of residency, connection and intimacy (or the lack 
thereof) with the city itself, as manifested in their daily activities. Of these forty 
people I lost four due to various reasons. Two chose not to participate in the end and 
with the other two – one student and one businessman, I had problem coordinating 
schedules with. Due to the political instability culminating in intermittent and 
prolonged phases of hartals (strike) during the period, many of the interview 
schedules had to be changed for both. Under the circumstances the time they could 
afford was not sufficient to complete the interviews.  
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Thus, I ended up conducting mostly narrative interviews with 36 informants, 
each lasting 1 to 2 hour and sometimes going beyond one meeting and spilling over 
informal interactions and conversations after wards. In fact, some of my informants 
were very interested in my project and would call me to find out how the work was 
going. Thus, I built a rapport with them, which resulted in meeting out for coffee or at 
public and private events in Dhaka during which we would sometime carry on or 
refer back to our earlier conversation on their experiences of living in Dhaka. Many 
of the information and clarification on past comments were got during such informal 
chats. Some I have contacted via email for further details after I returned to Singapore 
and they have been immensely helpful via email and skype chats. These after 
meetings and carry over discussions were also significant as I could get a taste of 
their daily negotiation of the city first hand, albeit to a limited extent. 
Therefore, the nature of these interviews can be said to be more in the spirit 
of conversation than interlocution. I tried not to ask direct questions except for 
clarification. During the interview I made sure that I talk the least and let my 
informants decide what they wanted to share about their everyday negotiation of the 
city. I did give cues in between to make sure the direction of the conversation remain 
relevant to my project and not go completely off the course. With the migrant group, I 
would  simply  say  “tell me about how you came to Dhaka and your first days in the 
city”.  That  would  open  up  a  vivid  narration  and  they  would  decide  what  they  wanted  
to share. I would only give cues to keep them on track. 
Another important strategy I maintained during my conversation with the 
informants was avoiding any direct questions regarding the socially unpleasant 
activities (such as littering, spitting on the road, not following traffic rules etc.) to 
avoid inviting false statements. Instead, I tried conversational and physical breaching 
in the course of the conversation, depending on the circumstances. Breaching entails 
“rule-breaking   or   commonsense   jolting   behaviour”   that   helps   articulate   the  
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underlying socio-cultural expectations (Garfinkel, 1967). I intentionally indulged 
myself  in  “violating”  some  of  the  taken-for-granted assumptions of everyday city life 
including some public nuisance that have become so much ingrained in the city 
culture that people do not consider it an anomaly or unexpected. One such activity 
was littering and not using dustbins, which I did intentionally to get the reaction from 
my informants. It helped elicit responses and made the underlying socio cultural 
expectations clear. It also became easier to talk about other common public nuisance 
like not following traffic and pedestrian rules, staring at people etc. when they saw 
me indulging in those activities. Most importantly, such breaching acts by me also 
assured them that there was no judgment involved even if they were to admit to doing 
something similar that were theoretically uncivil and unacceptable. Sometimes, 
depending on the circumstances I would do just the opposite, i.e. be too particular 
about following the civic rules myself, and noted the reaction of my informants. Thus, 
only by disrupting normalcy could I unpack what was regular for my informants and 
how they went about negotiating their expectations.  
4.5. Being the voyeur  
Lastly, I used participant observation to a limited extent. Contrary to my 
expectations,  familiarity  with  the  “field”  did  not  turn  out  to  be  a  ready  boon  for  me  as  
a researcher. It actually showed how subjectively rooted I was in the field. Because I 
was born and raised in the city and lived almost all my life here, it was being very 
difficult for me to keep the distance from the subject of my research. And even more 
difficult was to see things analytically. For example, when I planned to do participant 
observation on Farmgate, a very busy intersection of Dhaka, for the first thirty 
minutes I did not even know what I was looking for as this is the normal, usual life I 
have taken for granted all these years, until, I spent some more time and realized that 
I was not looking for anything abnormal at all. Once again breaching became a handy 
tool in unpacking the over familiarity and normalcy for me. I vehemently reacted to 
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people pushing and shoving past me on the road, welcomed leaflets from distributors, 
and read them in public view before putting them into my bag. I also crossed roads 
where there was a clear sign asking to use the over head bridge, stared at people 
around me openly and intentionally broke queues at bus stops.  
Occasionally, during the participant observation, I was accompanied by a 
friend who would disrupt the normal flow of events by breaching activities, instead of 
me. I did that so as not to invite the public attention towards myself. In these 
instances I observed in as much detail as I could and recorded minute details and 
reaction of the passers by. Sometimes, during these sessions of observations, I made 
use of my handphone to keep record of something important that I felt needed to be 
noted instantly. Depending on the circumstances, instead of my notebook, I would 
take note in my phone, which to the onlookers came across as if I was writing an 
SMS. I did that so as not to disrupt the spontaneous flow of events. 
4.6. Content and Discourse Analysis 
Other than interviews and participant observation, content analysis was a 
major tool used to critically engage with the popular and official discourse on the 
city. As one of the formal discourses on the city, I did critical analysis of the city and 
metropolitan section of two of the most widely circulated and popular national dailies 
– Prothom Alo, and The Daily Star – the former in the vernacular and the latter in 
English, from July 2011 to December 2011. In addition to that I also followed a 
fortnightly supplement on urban life by Prothom Alo called  “Dhakay  Thaki”  (“Living  
in  Dhaka”)  from  the  same  time  span.   
To analyse these city pages, I used content analysis58, with some moderation 
and in a broader sense of the term. Hence, by CA I do not necessarily mean the 
staunch classic CA methods like word count and elementary syntactic analysis that                                                              58 CA onwards. 
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are replicable and seen as more systematic and objective by early practitioners 
(Franzosi, 2004: 249). But I did find the coding frame or category system useful in 
handling large volumes of information available in the newspaper over a period of six 
months. I grouped the news items gathered from the city pages according to some 
broad typological categories which are inclusive of but not limited to crime and 
accident, informative, events, investigative reports and the like. This helped me in 
making visible a recurrent pattern in what came to be expected as a discourse on the 
city in print media. These typologies also helped forming some conceptual categories 
related to urban experience, which were later used to illustrate my hypothesis about 
the same. I also took into account the manipulation of information through the use of 
adjectives, nouns, phrases, titles, subtitles, emphasis, positioning etc. not only when 
dealing with the newspapers but also in the analysis of the chance discourses relevant 
to this research. Thus, the content analysis used in this research can be said to be a 
mixture of both thematic and referential analysis along side its statistical component. 
When it came to the popular discourse on the city, the problem was the vast 
diversity and range of media incorporated in the research. On the one hand there was 
transport art, graffiti and posters that were a mixture of words and images in no 
corresponding proportion even within their own type, while on the other hand there 
were leaflets that required heavy textual analysis. It is due to this awkward mixture 
that no fixed categories or codes could be assigned uniformly across all media. A 
broader analytical position such as discourse analysis was coopted at this stage to do 
justice to the wide range of cultural products that I referred to as the chance discourse 
on the city. It was more an analytical position than a method per se, a position that 
considers how a set of statements or language in use constitute objects and subjects, 
how they are action oriented, situated and constructed (Potter, 2004: 608-609). 
Following  Potter  (2004),  the  aim  was  to  “make  visible  the  ways  in  which  discourse  is  
central to action, the ways it is used to constitute events, settings, and identities and 
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the   various   discursive   resources   that   are   drawn   on   to   build   plausible   descriptions”  
(609). 
4.7. Difficulties Faced 
My experience with the interviews made me question many preconceived notions 
regarding   the   researcher   and   the   informant’s   relationship,  which   is   anything  but   top  
down or one directional; rather, the latter constantly questioned my status as an 
outsider demanding validation all through. My position as an educated woman living 
abroad on my own, made many see me in a privileged if not empowered position, but 
it also enhanced my outsider status to the informants. I sport a tattoo on my right arm, 
which generated a lot of speculations on many of the participants and only 
accentuated the “othering”  process.  If  not  anything  the  tattoo  was  visibly  placing  me  
in a so-called modern culture (mostly in a derogatory sense) from which many of 
them saw themselves as estranged. The first few semi-structured interviews helped 
me identify and get over these problems. Hence, depending on the circumstances, I 
made sure that I had my arm covered during my meetings with informants to 
minimize this unnecessary yet perceived gap between us. 
Apart from my gender and physical appearance, I was constantly made aware 
of my own interdisciplinary background in literary and Cultural Studies – none 
explicitly connected to the city – by   greetings   like,   “So,   what   brings   you   here?”  
Moreover, given the functional nature of the most circulated discourses on the city 
(which I have already discussed in the preceding chapters), the nature of my research 
with as elusive a focal point as imagination could not but be readily associated with 
my own academic associations. It did not come as surprise to most of the practitioners 
that I would be researching on imaginative practices. I had to work through, what felt 
like a protective shield over a sacred terrain, battling sometimes non-seriousness, 
sometimes sheer condescendence and even reservation towards the archetypal 
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“outsider”  to  gain  confidence.  I  had  to  validate  my  own  position  as  an  academic  and  a  
researcher and used my naiveté in the said field as an entry point to construct a 
discursive plain that could incite a meaningful conversation. This in the end proved to 
be very resourceful, quite in defiance of the apparently portentous beginning. 
However, there were many who were interested in my project and encouraged my 
effort on the ground of that very naiveté to the technicality of the filed thinking that 
this  would  probably  help  bring  in  “fresh  insights.”   
Thus,  I  had  to  struggle  to  infuse  myself  in  the  “field”  which  was  not  inert  by  
any means. The constant need to validate my position as a researcher was a routine 
exercise and part of the research itself and also one of the obstacles I faced while 
conducting the research. But once I established my position, the rapport building was 
easier and eventually all extended more help than I expected by giving me ample 
time, more than once and much appreciated advice. 
Other than the above-mentioned difficulties, the political instability in the 
country during the fieldwork period greatly impeded the work schedule. There were 
repeated hartals called by the opposition political parties on various issues. More than 
once, there were consecutive 72 hours of hartal followed by two-day weekends that 
greatly restricted mobility in the city, making progress with the work almost 
impossible. I had to reschedule my interviews many a times and sit at home due to 
this prolonged period.  
 The next four chapters present the research findings starting with a critical 
engagement with the formal city of records as culled from the official discourses on 





The City of the Book: The Formal City 
 
The city is essentially imaginary in nature, either imagined by planners and urban 
designers conceptually or by residents in their day-to-day lives. Normally, in case of 
the planned city, planners or other city practitioners are the first to engage in the 
process of imagining the city from an uninhabited space with a certain image of the 
city’s  future  in  mind  and  the  residents  take  over  after  the  planner’s  departure. But this 
cannot be said in the context of Dhaka, which already existed before it was rationally 
planned according to a designed blueprint. The paradox of Dhaka is that while the 
city jostles with lack of adequate and proper planning on the one hand, it is beset by 
remorseless   development   initiatives   in   the   name   of   a   “planned   city”   on   the   other.  
Dhaka’s   predicament   echoes   architect   Saif   Ul   Haque’s   apprehension   that   “one   can  
undo  a  city  by  building  it”  so  much  so  that  Dhaka  has  become  an  exemplar  of a city 
undone by overbuilding (as cited in Ashraf, 2012: 57).  
That said, Dhaka is not completely unplanned. There are large pockets of 
planned residential and commercial areas such as Wari, Dhanmondi, Tejgao, Mirpur, 
Gulshan, Banani, and Uttara. The absence of planning refers to the lack of a 
sustained, comprehensive and holistic plan for Dhaka as a city (Nilufar, 1997; Ashraf 
2012). Instead, planning in Dhaka is a need-based sporadic and sectorial practice, best 
described  by  Ashraf   as  “making  a   regulation   here   and   ordinance   there”   (2012:  46).  
Even those areas that are planned remain constantly under threat from encroachment 
of popular forms of imagination. The rampant land grabbing, which constitutes a 
major part of urban crimes in Dhaka, is an example of such tangible usurpation of the 
dominant imaginary of space. Moreover, typical of major urban centres in developing 
economies, the formal city does not enjoy an easy hold over physical space in Dhaka. 
In fact, in case of Dhaka, the official or formal city is the most vulnerable entity, 
always teetering on the verge of being seized by the spontaneous city.  
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Numerous   influential   institutions   make   up   Dhaka’s   city   authorities   that   are  
responsible  for  the  city’s  operations  and  planning,  all  on  a  sectoral  basis. Jahan (2011: 
151) points out there are about 18 main ministries and 42 organisations in total that 
are involved in the development of the city. Of them RAJUK, the capital 
development authority is responsible for the planning and development control and 
the Dhaka City Corporation (DCC) for overall service management of the city. There 
are also WASA (Dhaka water and Sewage Authority) DESA (Dhaka Electric Supply 
Authoriy), DMP (Dhaka Metropolitan Police) for law and order and the like. These 
institutions are influential in the making of the formal city. Yet, the formal or official 
discourse does not refer to the one propagated by the city authorities alone. It is a 
collective representation of the city in any media by the development and controlling 
authorities like RAJUK and DCC, newspapers, tourism and real estate agencies, and 
city practitioners, such as urban scholars, planners and architects. When the 
newspaper is mentioned, only the dedicated city pages were researched due to their 
self-proclaimed role in representing the city. These direct representations are of 
immense importance for the current research because by the very claim of being 
about the city they have become the default brokers of the image of the city which in 
the long run helps set the framework within which to think about the city. I shall call 
the  city  emerging  from  these  formal  discursive  practices,  as  “the  city  of  the  book.” 
More precisely, the views and observations in this section are based on 
analysis of the city and metropolitan columns of two newspapers, a collection of 
tourist guidebooks and brochures from both public and private tour operators and 
limited engagement with Dhaka master plans, and other documents from DCC and 
RAJUK. This critical engagement with the overt and authoritative discourse on the 
city in circulation has been strengthened by conversations with selected city 
practitioners – architects, town planners, from both public and private sector, and 
secondary sources like research publications, articles and books by practioners in the 
field.  
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5.1.  Master  Plans  of  Dhaka:  Not  so  “Practical  Utopias”59  
City plans are important as they straddle two supposedly dichotomous worlds – of 
imagination and reality – and are directly responsible for the tangible city. By sheer 
power of  practice   they  also   infiltrate   the  dweller’s   imagination  of  what  a  city   is  and  
guide his/her expectations from it. My probe into these planning initiatives has been 
less about the technicality of the plans and more about unpacking the idea of the city 
inherent in and disseminated through them. To this end, the following critical 
engagement has been geared towards exploring what gets included, excluded and 
prioritized in the city of the book. 
Ideally,  a  master  plan  is  a  signature  of  the  planners’  aspirations about the city. 
It  is  from  this  perspective  that  while  talking  about  Dhaka’s  future,  architect  and  urban  
scholar  Kazi  Khaleed  Ashraf  considers  a  master  plan   as  a  “practical  utopia,  guiding  
the   city   towards   a   charted   out   future”   (2012:   46).   Despite   been   often criticized as 
abstract   and   detached   from   the   complexities   of   life   lived   below,   a   city   “cannot  
proceed  without  a  comprehensive  plan  guiding  its  growth”  he  maintains  (Ibid).  But  in  
the   context   of   Bangladesh   one   has   to   use   the   term   “practical   utopia”   with some 
reservations.   Even   if   life’s   general   disruptive   forces   are   to   be   set   aside,   the  
practicality of the utopic vision first and foremost depends on execution, which is 
immensely problematic in case of the master plans of Dhaka. 
Dhaka’s  history  shows  a  number of major planning initiatives, including the 
first ever Master Plan by Sir Patrick Geddes in 1917. Involving renowned foreign 
consultants and funding, more initiatives followed in 1948, 1959, 1981 leading to the 
latest Dhaka Metropolitan Development Plan (DMDP) containing the three-tiered 
Structure Plan, the Urban Area Plan and the Detailed Area Plan (DAP) for a period 
covering 1995 to 2015.60 The structure plan laid out the strategy for the growth of 
greater Dhaka by peripheral expansion and recovery and utilisation of the low lying,                                                              59 Kazi Khaleed Ashraf used this term while discussing Dhaka’s	  urban	  plans	  in his 2012 book Designing Dhaka. 60 See	  Jahan	  (2011)	  for	  a	  detailed	  discussion	  on	  Dhaka’s	  Urban	  plans	  so	  far.  
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flood prone areas through the implementation of the flood action plan. The peripheral 
expansion is expected to happen on the suburban and agricultural land along the east 
and west of the city. Accordingly, more infrastructural growth is suggested to connect 
this  new  development  to  what  Zaman  and  Lou  (2000)  term,  “a  vision  of  low  rise,  low  
density  city  form,  with   long   journeys   to  work”  (as  cited   in  Kabir  and  Parolin,  2012:  
17). As of now, the first two tiers of DMDP have been completed after much effort 
and DAP is underway, which makes its implementation within the projected time 
frame highly improbable. Moreover, there is a general culture of long term plans not 
being implemented. It is not because Dhaka has any innate stubbornness against the 
controlling impulses and efforts, yet, it appears as such due to the lack of coordination 
between  the  plans  and  the  execution  process,  which  is,  “marked  more  by  breach  and  
deviation  than  adherence  to  the  plan”  (Kabir  and  Parolin,  2012: 16). None of the past 
long-term plans were ever fully implemented within the time frame, nor were they 
updated according to the changing environment of the city. Since needs change over 
time, so should plans. But, prolonged time lapses involving numerous not-so-well-
coordinated authorities of the city, arbitrary interventions from different interest 
groups and many other factors make the plans out-dated and timeless in the face of 
the changing needs of the socio-economic and physical environment of the city. 
Urban scholars and practitioners have pointed out many reasons for these non-
fulfilments. The most common critiques include a general myopic attitude to 
development, lack of coordination among the institutions responsible for the city, 
conflict among vested interest groups, and an overall political impasse in the country 
contributing to   the   “half-hearted   execution”   (Jahan 2011; Hafiz 2011). In addition, 
Shafi   (2010)   points   out   the   “lack   of   sensitivity   and   pro-people development 
strategies”   while   Ashraf   (2012)   highlights   accommodating   unfair   practices   on   both  
social and ecological grounds in the execution process. At the heart of the problem, as 
Ashraf (2012) notes, is that, the urban sector policies in Bangladesh are generally too 
lofty and generic to include the urban experience specific to Dhaka (48). It is this 
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insensitivity towards what Ahsraf considers the heart of the city that has resulted in 
the epic failures of the grand plans and proven to be detrimental to the image of the 
city, as I shall discuss next.  
Regardless of the curtailed, selectively and partially executed plans, the 
plans’  prerogatives   remain   important   as   they   set   the  basic  premises  upon  which   the  
general understanding of the city now stands. Looking carefully at the priorities set 
and the provisions made for urban development by the city authorities, one cannot but 
see how the city is increasingly becoming synonymous with land usage, buildings or 
infrastructures alone. The real estate agencies play an equally important role in 
endorsing and effectively insinuating such ideologies into the psyche of the city 
dwellers. Past record shows, this prioritisation of economically profitable ventures 
(like housing, commercial and industrial plots and buildings like shops, markets or 
big land projects) over the non income generating ones (like recreation facilities) has 
been a constant trend in urban development of Dhaka, at least in terms of execution. 
Historian and urban scholar Rabbani (2011) points out how in the post-British Dhaka 
despite having provisions in the Master Plans, parks and open spaces, were perceived 
as   “non-productive   schemes”   and   therefore   were   always   given   less   priority   in   the  
development agendas of DIT (Dhaka Improvement Trust, the former incarnation of 
RAJUK). This reductive perception of the city as a physical entity was overtly 
manifested   in   the   city   authorities’   overall   nonchalance   to   carry   out   the  
aforementioned unprofitable projects, as well as in their inefficiency, continuous 
deferment, slow and fragmented progress of those few undertaken (Rabbani, 2011: 
409-421). Moreover, the implementation status of 1959 Master Plan, stated in 
RAJUK detailed area plan report, Group B, 2010, clearly demonstrates how all four 
proposals for creation of open space61 in the master plan were never implemented and 
                                                             61 The 1959 Master plan proposed 40 acre open space at Hajeeganj Fort side, 40 acre at Sonakanda Fort side, 400 acre green wedge between Narayanganj and proposed housing at Narayanganj-Fatulla, 80 acre open space at Bandar Housing project (Rajuk detailed area plan report, Group B, as cited in Jahan, 2011:  144-145). 
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those implemented or partially implemented were all mostly related to development 
of infrastructure and industrial or commercial land  (as cited in Jahan, 2011: 143-
145). As a result, according to a report published in Daily Janakantho, in contrast to 
the ideal requirement of 40-50% free and open lands for urban life, Dhaka of twenty 
first century has only 17-18 percent (as cited in Rabbani, 2011: 421). Therefore, as 
Jahan  (2011)  points  out,  the  “current  practice  of  urban  planning  simply  in  the form of 
development control and land development activities . . . [without] the integration of 
economic, social, physical and environmental planning and its accompanying 
coordination at various levels,” remains flawed losing reliability and relatability 
(151).  Hence,  it  is  hardly  surprising  that  in  these  long  years  of  Dhaka’s  existence  not  
many urban development projects – either short term or long term – have been 
sensitive towards enrichment of the overall living experience of the city.  
Such repeated precedence of built forms over qualitative aspects of the city in 
development and planning control proves calamitous in the long run as it makes way 
for a drastic transposition in our idea of the city. It is a crippling transposition as it 
substitutes built structures, which is merely one aspect of the city, as the city itself. 
With sustained hierarchisation of essential properties of the city, it leads to a 
consequential narrowing of vision of the city as housing and infrastructure alone and 
is largely responsible for the continuing havoc on the physical city. Thus, the official 
city remains synecdochical in nature with grave consequences.  
The inability to incorporate, let alone prioritise the qualitative aspects and 
intangible properties of the city, in the official discourse makes people yearn for 
something   idyllic,  creating  scopes  for  “other  cities”  from  elsewhere   to  seep   into   the  
mind as an alternative. The present research reveals a strong predominance of a wish 
to be elsewhere or for things to be otherwise among the city dwellers. When the 
dwellers of Dhaka dream of a home with an open yard, a community space where 
there is a playing field for children, it is not a regressive wish to go back to their rural 
homes. It is simply a longing for a wholesome and better living atmosphere that the 
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current frenzy in physical development practices has left unaddressed. The 
overwhelming positive public response to the recently constructed Hatirjheel-
Begunbari project is an example of that desire. 
 
Figure 3: The Hatirjheel- Begunbari bridge (Photo by: Faisal Amin) 
 
Spread over 302 acres, the main aim of the Hatirjheel project was to facilitate 
connectivity between the eastern and western parts of Dhaka. Other than being a mere 
link road between Rampura and Tejgaon, it also serves to reduce traffic congestion, 
water logging, as well as creating a recreational facility contributing towards the 
overall urban beautification. The instant popularity of the site and the stupendous 
crowd it has been drawing since its inauguration on 2nd January 2013 is very telling. 
For the city dwellers who have hardly seen a planned, outdoor urban recreation space 
in  the  heart  of  the  city  for  the  last  40  years,  “recreation  [was]  increasingly  becoming  
synonymous with frequenting new restaurants”   as   one   long-term resident pointed 
out.62 For the urbanites, the Hatirjheel-Begunbari Bridge, the lakeside walkways with 
its panoramic beauty and recreational facilities in the open space is a refreshing 
change. The startling and compelling public response to the recreational potential of 
the project only points at how the idea of the city as a conglomerate of buildings is 
flawed and how such a city thwarts the desire and aspirations of the very people for 
whom it is built. Thus, discrepancies between   the   plan’s   overbearing   emphasis   on                                                               62 No name is used, to protect the identity of the informant. Some of the informants consented to use their names while some did not. For consistency, no name has been used in the dissertation. 
117 
development   control   and   people’s   aspirations   for   a   better   living   environment   that  
cannot be produced by infrastructural development alone, validate urban 
practitioners’  critique  of   the  planning   initiatives   taken  so  far  as  “half-hearted”(Hafiz  
2011:   219),   unimpressive   (Jahan,   2011:   142)   and   at   best   “placid”   compared   to   the  
“exuberant  city”  (Ashraf,  2012:  48).   
The question, then, is why have the plans failed to reflect the people of the 
city and their ways of life? Is it   due   to   any   dearth   of   imagination   on   the   planner’s  
part? May be not. The aspirational city inherent in urban plans and city designs will 
attest  to  that.  Architect  and  urban  scholar  Kazi  Khaleed  Ashraf’s  (2012)  most  recent  
and detailed engagement with the formal city Designing Dhaka: A Manifesto for a 
Better City can be a good example. Proposing a rescue plan for an allegedly 
unyielding Dhaka, Ashraf offers a 15-point manifesto63 for a new and better city. In 
the  proposed  plan,  he   depends  on   the   “energetic   and  projective  property   of   design”  
than   the   “bureaucratic   and   policy-laden   inertia   that   engulfs   planning”   (30).   He  
differentiates   plan   and   design   as:   “design   has   the   latitude   of   imagination   when  
planning has become burdened with more techno-functional realism with the sole 
goal  of  establishing  ordinances  and  rules”  (Ibid).  Inherent  in  this  differentiation  is  the  
recognition  of  how   the  practicality   of   the  planner’s   aspirations   and  utopic   vision   in  
the plans are heavily dependent on the execution process and are hardly ever fully 
translated into reality. Dhaka needs bold and innovative thinking and an alternative 
realism, which is the role of design to provide, he affirms. The 15-point manifesto 
Ashraf presents, offers rare insights into the aspirations of a city planner that may or 
may not translate into reality. More importantly for the present context, his vision 
                                                             63 Ashraf’s	  15	  points	  for	  making	  Dhaka	  a	  better	  city	  include:	  thinking	  urbanism	  and	  not	  urbanisation, planning Dhaka as a hydrological city, starting from the edge of the city, recognizing the city as an island, making Dhaka polycentric, developing mass transportation, making streets pedestrian friendly, creating more housing for more diverse needs, prioritizing open space over buildings, restructuring the city governance for a mega city, conserving urban heritage, investing in catalytic architecture and space, making the city fit for diverse experiences, considering new urban forms to accommodate the new economy and using Dhaka as an ecological model. 
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guiding the new city is not limited to the physical aspects of the city. Rather, it calls 
for a revision of the very perception of the city first and foremost moving from 
urbanization to urbanism along side a restructuring of housing and transport. Among 
others, it incorporates a consideration of the local conditions, both geographical and 
social. In doing so he underscores those aspects of the city that remain marginalised 
within the formal discourse. For example he advocates the maximum use of the water 
bodies, verdure of a tropical city, and emphasies the need to make the streets more 
pedestrian friendly than for cars. His plan for a better Dhaka also aims at enriching 
the overall qualitative aspects of the city by accommodating community experience in 
group housing, placing strong emphasis on creating more open space than buildings. 
Firm importance is placed on the governance issues, which in Dhaka’s  case  is  no  less  
significant than the plan itself. Overall,   his   summary   of   desires   from   a   practioner’s  
perspective  stresses  repeatedly  how  “the  new  city  does  not  exist  yet,  but  it  can,  if  we  
imagine  it”  (Ashraf:  2102,  30).  It  is  important  to  make  the  imaginary  city  a  part  of  the  
cultural and political discourse in order to incite fruitful action. For that to happen, it 
is necessary to make these dialogue infiltrate the public imaginary, he maintains 
(Ashraf: 2012, 30-31). 
A similar aspirational city emerge from the colloquium of specialists of the 
city – urban scholars, urbanists, architects and urban planners, organized by the daily 
Prothom Alo to commemorate the 400th year   of   capital  Dhaka   (“Dhaka  The   Future  
Capital”,  Special  edition,  31st July, 2011). Many practitioners repeatedly focus on the 
need for a local and need-based coordination between city and country, rivers and 
roads, agriculture and industries, habitable and cultivable lands, rather than a 
competition between them. Another important imperative that emerges is that the 
planners need to be more sensitive to the local needs. Among all, a call for more 
green, open space, pedestrian facilities, considering the river ways and the railways as 
regular public transport, saving the wetlands and cultivable lands from the 
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encroachment of housing and land development agencies, and housing for the poor 
suggest a coming together of the best of the two worlds – urban and non urban (Ibid). 
The same imaginary is immanent in the recent Master Plan itself, which has 
requirements for maintaining the balance between dry and wet lands, built 
environment and natural open space, as urban scholar Mahmud (2011) points out. In 
fact, to preserve environmental balance, there is provision in the Detailed Area Plan 
(DAP) for a total of approximately 70% land within the DAP area of 1528 square 
kilometre, which includes but is not limited to cultivable land (27%), flood flow zone 
(24.74%), rural settlement (9.75%), wetland and water bodies (7.48%), open space 
(0.9%)  etc.  (Mahmud,  2011:  7).  But  the  reality  is  that  Dhaka’s  wetlands  get  gobbled 
up by rampant land grabbing as well as unauthorised and illegal development 
activities and the rivers and lakes get filled up, shrinking away the precious open and 
natural space, making Dhaka greyer each day.  
Connected to this is another major intervention, which architect and scholar 
Qazi  Azizul  Mowla   (2011)   points   out   as   the   nexus   between   the   “power   elites”   and  
decision makers that plays a crucial role in determining the contours of the physical 
city. The power elites exert pressure on the decision makers in multiple capacities – 
on committees, clubs, boards, and planning commissions to achieve consensus to 
further  their  own  end  and  gradually  becoming  in  geographer  Porteous’s  term  “the  real  
planners’  of  the  urban  environment”  (as  cited  in  Mowla,  2011). Moreover, there is a 
strong connection of real estate development with those in decision making positions:  
Membership   of   real   estate   developers’   body   ‘REHAB’   in   the   ‘Urban  
Development   Committee’   of   RAJUK   (capital   development   authority   of  
Dhaka) is a glaring example of how power brokers infiltrate into and directly 
influence the urban development process in their interest (Mowla, 2011: 179-
180).  
 
Therefore, in light of the discussion above this can be said that contrary to 
popular belief, the formal city   is   not   an   unadulterated   execution   of   the   planner’s  
utopic vision alone. On the contrary, the formal city as it exists now is more a 
transformation of plans due to lack of state capacity on many levels. Hence, in the 
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context of Dhaka, the utopic and well-ordered concept city remains as aspirational as 
the  imaginary  city,  while  the  half  executed  official  city,  “the  not  so  practical  utopia”  
dominates our perception of the city, making the breadth of the vision even narrower. 
5.2. Dhaka in Tourist Brochures 
Among the other groups and individuals who play a direct role in creating 
and sustaining an image of the city are tour and travel operators. For this research I 
have considered travel brochures and other publicity material, such as posters and 
CDs from Bangladesh Parjatan Corporation 64 , which is the national tourism 
organisation and 24 local private tour operators.65 Tour operators are strong brokers 
of the formal city. The BPC brochure on Dhaka starts off with a map of the city that 
locates important hotels and tourist attractions. What surface in the rest of their 
representations of the city only add to the overall limited understanding of the city as 
a   physical   landscape   with   “local   attractions”   denoting   only   architecture,   buildings,  
heritage sites, historical places and other tangible objects. When visual images are 
used, the highly selective city skyline, infra structure such as flyovers, colossal 
bridges, and local landmarks are commonly foregrounded. Thus the hard and visible 
city gets even more deeply entrenched in the minds of people adding to the 
generalised view of the city primarily as a geographic location in the country map. It 
also aggravates the overall incomprehension of the city as a socio-economic-cultural 
entity. 
One cannot but see the politics of vision here. It is probably the perception of 
an ingrained power in infrastructure and architecture that they are given such prime 
importance   as   visible   evidence   of   the   government’s   involvement   in   building   the  
future, [no matter how artificial the claim may be] (Mowla, 2011: 181). It is always 
                                                             64 BPC from now on. 65 The Study covers only local knowledge production in the business and does not 
include	  international	  tour	  and	  travel	  agencies’	  rendition	  of	  Dhaka	  (such	  as	  that	  by	  the	  Lonely Planet series) to stick to its focus on how the city authority (the insiders) market 
their	  city.	  The	  city’s	  representation	  by	  outsiders	  such	  as	  in	  western	  media	  would	  entail	  a	  diverse set of soiol-political problematic that would go beyond the scope of this study. 
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the tangible and the visible that are prioritised as trusted mediums to narrate the 
chronicles of power, development and control. Accordingly, such visual experience 
of the city, limited to the built environment remains imbued with the ideology of the 
authority concerned. For example, the most circulated visuals used in the tour 
operators’  brochures  are  ones  where  one  can  see  all  the  physical  developmental  work  
that the city has pursued so far. The National Assembly Complex designed by 
internationally acclaimed architect Louis I. Kahn features in almost all, followed by 
Bashundhara City, which claims to be the 12th largest shopping complexes in the 
world and the largest in South Asia and Jamuna Bridge. In actuality, as Mowla (2011) 
points out spaces like Bashundhara City (the Parliament House as well) refuse to 
speak  of  what  is  ‘outside’  i.e.  they  are  not  contextual,  they  depend  upon  the  city  but  
deny the inherent interconenctiveness of daily life within the city (181).  
 
The city skyline with blocks apartment buildings, symbolizing the upward 
mobility of the city population in socio-economic scale also figures prominently in 
the brochures. But the appealing visual skyline and the inscribed ideology of progress 
therein hardly says anything about the lived city down below that hums with 
aspirations of the ordinary city dwellers that are unconnected and at times 
contradictory to the dominant vision. The process is best described by one migrant for 
whom  Dhaka  meant  its  “flyovers,  tall  buildings  and  big,  wide  roads”  before  he  landed  
in the city, i.e. from distance. The built forms receded fast from his imaginary once he 
became  a  resident  of  the  city  and  “instead  of  the  wide  roads,  the  pavements and foot 
paths   and   the   crowd   became   important”   to   him   as   he  would   ferry   his  wares   on   the  
footpath to the crowd, the face of whom kept changing every day. Those high-flying 
images have lost its significance for him. His city jostled within countless shifting 
images below those overarching forms. The city that emerges from tourist brochures 
like wise is a detached and distant representation of the city that loses its relevance 
for those who live inside it.  
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Hand in hand with the endorsement of the synecdochial city of built forms as 
the real city, the tourist brochures also actively participate in sustaining and 
perpetuating another deadlock in the official city, which is its obsessive engagement 
with the past. The travel brochure on Dhaka by BPC describes the city first and 
foremost   as   a   “a   city  of  history   and   heritage.”  A   section   from   its   preface   to  Dhaka  
may be referred to in this regard: 
Dhaka with its magnificent heritage, glorious culture and dazzling sceneries 
marks its four hundred years as a capital in 2008. Dhaka – the capital city of 
Bangladesh with the blend of traditional and modern architectural 
development possesses a plethora of splendors. Founded in 1608 as the seat 
of Mughal viceroys of Bengal, Dhaka is an embodied of many a number of 
stunning domes, turrets, a rampart wall that still reflects in the water of 
Buriganga.  
 
Thus starts the seven sentence long preface to the city, which is all about its past 
glory except for one sentence in between saying:  
Dhaka has been developing fast as a modern city since independence in 1971 
and is throbbing with activities in all spheres of life, be it industrial, 
commercial or political underlined sentence. 
 
This is a generic comment on the post independence Dhaka, which looks quite out of 
place in the context as right after this, the narration falls back to a paean of Mughal 
architecture   with   how   the   “successive   Mughal   governors   have   adorned   the   city”  
(Tourist brochure, BPC). A staggering 86% of the introductory description goes to 
veneration of the past while a meager 14% is dedicated to the present which is 
without a character, as if it has been dropped there casually and unintentionally. Such 
indifference  to  the  present  could  either  point  to  the  discomfort  with  the  city’s  present  
or regressive love for the past, both probably true in the case of the official city. 
Thus, the tourist brochure allures the prospective visitor to a land of past 
glory, inviting a journey into the past of the city and no effort is taken to shed light on 
the present in order to build the future. A desperate effort is there to relate to and shift 
to  a  time  “elsewhere”  when  the  “stunning  domes,  turrets”  used  to  reflect  in  the  water  
of Buriganaga. Such description is an anachronism now as the river is too full of filth 
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to reflect anything! Even the architectures it refers to are old relics and almost 
dilapidating like the Boro Katra and Choto Katra (residential quarters built during 
Mughal period, now in ruins) in Old Dhaka. Due to their present sorry state, the past 
associations are invoked in a hyperbolic language. Another such historical and often 
referred to site is Suhrawardy Uddyan (park), which is not in ruins but has gone 
through transformation as a public park and memorial place from its former 
incarnation as a Race Course ground. It later became an influential site in the national 
history   as   the   place   where   “the   clarion   call   of   independence   of   Bangladesh   was  
declared”   and   also   where   the   Pakistani   occupation   forces   had   finally   surrendered  
(Tourist brochure, BPC). No tourist brochure refers to its colonial past or its present 
incarnation and the description remains tied to the selective past depicting the site as 
“a  testament  to  our  great  historical  achievement.”  Its  recent  transformation  as  one  of  
the very few public parks Dhaka has and which is also one of the most unsafe places 
for city dwellers due to the lack of security and increasing crime rates in and around 
the area is hardly referred. By turning its back from the present, the city of the book 
thus also turns away from the social concerns that are attached to the transformations 
that these once glorious places have been through. Besides, this over play of the 
pastness is paradoxical, especially as all these renditions of the city do not refer to a 
dead city that can only be represented in its past but a living throbbing and vivacious 
one. 
The private tour operators are no exception in these regards. Dhaka is hardly 
the centre of tourist attractions or touristic ventures. Of the 24 private tour operators 
researched, six offered only international travel, while 18 had provisions for domestic 
travel, which mostly catered to out bound tours from Dhaka to different districts of 
Bangladesh. Only nine had provisions for Dhaka city itself. To be very precise, only 
37.5% of the tour operators offered programmes centering on Dhaka – both half and 
full day tours in and around the city, but only involving great buildings and 
architectures   of   the   city.   Paradoxically   to   Dhaka’s   primate   city   status,   the   tourist  
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attractions of Bangladesh are all found elsewhere. It may be mentioned here that by 
“attractions"  the  tour  operators  mostly  refer  to  natural  resources  of  grand  scale.  They  
lure people to visit the land of Bengal tigers, beaches, shores and island, tea gardens, 
hills or ancient archeological sites, none located in Dhaka. This look out for 
uninterrupted nature outside Dhaka only reinstates the lack of greenery and open 
space for recreation close to nature inside the city. The parks and gardens that Dhaka 
has cannot be considered as tourist sites due to their poor maintenance and lack of 
other associated facilities. Instead of improving their state and developing them, the 
tourism industry encourages one to get away from Dhaka if one desires to be with 
nature thus consolidating ever more strongly  Dhaka’s  image  as  a  “concrete  jungle.”   
When it comes to Dhaka the rhetoric remains the same – the only thing worth 
one’s  time  and  money  is  once  again  the  old,  the  antique  and  the  bygone.  Nothing  of  
the dizzying metropolis features in the touristic utopia  of  Dhaka.  The  city’s  tag  line  is  
still  found  to  be  “the  city  of  mosques  and  muslins,” associations that have long been 
rendered obsolete by contemporary ones (Tourist brochure, Guide Tours). Seen from 
this perspective the official city is a jaundiced city, stagnant in nature. It is also 
insensitive to the changes and hence recedes from the uncomfortable present and 
unknown future to the more reassured and agreeable past. By negating both the 
present and future the city of the book thwarts the practical  utopia’s  potentials   in   a  
major way and remains shackled by its past in more than one ways. 
5.3.  The  Developer’s  City 
The current frenzy in the real estate sector that engulfs Dhaka is a direct 
outcome of such inadequate understanding of the city in the formal discourses. The 
land development agencies are directly responsible for strengthening this limited 
understanding of the city as the most desirable location for finding a shelter. They 
constantly   insinuate   into   and   orient   the   dweller’s   aspirations   and   dreams   about   the  
city towards ownership of a piece of land or a house. They have been successful in 
doing that by attaching with that ownership a number of oneiric properties and 
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relative   qualities.   I   shall   cite   a   few   examples   from   the   private   housing   agencies’  
publicity materials, mainly posters and brochures, to make this point clear. 
But before going into the ideology the realtors spread, a brief introduction to 
the public and private real estate and housing sector will be beneficial here. In 
Bangladesh, real estate business started in Dhaka in late seventies. During 1970s there 
were fewer than five companies engaged in this business. In 1988 there were 42 such 
developers working in Dhaka and in 2004 there were about 250 developers. The Real 
Estate of Housing Association of Bangladesh (REHAB) was formed in 1991 with 
only 11 members, as a trade association to protect the overall interest of the sector. 
The total number of members at REHAB has now risen to 1081. The developers 
enlisted under Rehab have delivered a total 100,000 apartment units in the last 20 
years. The number of apartment units delivered by REHAB members per year is 
9000-10,000. The number of plot units delivered by developers per year is 5,000-
6,000 (REHAB website).66 
On the public sector, other than the government developed residential and 
commercial buildings that cater only to the government employees, RAJUK, which is 
the capital planning and development authority in Bangladesh has increasingly 
engaged itself with real estate despite incurring a lot of scrutiny from the city 
practitioners. RAJUK lists 108 registered private land developers, 10 registered 
private apartment developers and 28 approved private housing projects (RAJUK 
website).67 
In addition, there are numerous unauthorized construction projects by 
unlisted  and   illegal  companies  observed  all  over  Dhaka.  Such  “wanton  profiteering”  
has indeed transformed   Dhaka   into   “a   gold   pot”   for   real   estate   but   at   the   cost   of  
wetlands and agricultural lands, water bodies depleting at an alarming scale (Ashraf 
2012: 44-45). No wonder that one of the very common urban crimes in Dhaka is                                                              66   http://www.rehab-bd.org/ (Accessed March 11, 2013). 67 http://www.rajukdhaka.gov.bd  (Accessed March 11, 2013). 
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rampant land grabbing and illegal construction. In fact, RAJUK, as part of their 
development control frequently makes head lines with their eviction drive against 
illegal developers, tearing down their billboards and other forms of advertisements 
across the city. According to urban scholar and architect Shayer Ghafur, the greatest 
risk in this excessive importance on housing is another act of substitution and 
narrowing of vision: 
We dwell in a city on four modes – natural dwelling, public dwelling at the 
urban spaces, institutional dwelling and the fourth one is the bastion of your 
private own existence, your house, which you defend as your sacred territory. 
The private realm of house is the bottom mode of dwelling. There are other 
three modes above them but it seems we have made our city focused on the 
last and bottom mode of dwelling quite oblivious of the other three (Personal 
communication, September 24, 2011). 
 
One of the direct repercussions of such limited understanding of dwelling as the 
private space alone is that it makes achieving a greater good for the city almost 
impossible. Such flawed and partial comprehension disseminated and endorsed by the 
official discourses makes the ownership of a house or land look all the more lucrative. 
It figures as an essential goal in any city   dweller’s   future  plans   to the extent that it 
becomes a fatal attraction, often at the cost of greater good. This in the long run 
encourages the numerous cocoons that city dwellers have been incurably developing 
in the form of a car or house. In the absence of them, photographer and columnist 
Ihtisham Kabir observes, “people invent and use cocoons - of a virtual kind - all the 
time   in  Dhaka   streets” not to see, hear or speak of things outside their own sacred 
territory (2011: 2). Calling them “street  cocoons”  Kabir  describes  how  people  make  
use  of  “props”  like  news  paper,  mobile  phones  or  burkhas  (for  women)  to  nurture  the  
“mental   cocoons”   that guard and insulate them from intruders and unpleasant 
experiences very much like the protective wrapping which provides safety and 
comfort to young insects (Ibid). The official discourses on the city not only endorse 
but actively engender this endemic love for cocoons in all shapes and forms to 
negotiate the city full of adversities and are no less responsible for the often 
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complained about insensitivity generally perceived among its citizens not only 
towards their fellow citizen but towards the city itself. 
Such irrevocable and absolute love for houses and lands as a means of 
assuring safety, security and future, has not sprung up suddenly. The real estate 
companies are mostly responsible in naturalising these connections. What follows is a 
closer look at some of the mechanisms deployed to achieve this goal. Given the 
competitive atmosphere, publicity materials used cannot but be very aggressive and 
goal oriented. One common strategy is to make people dream their dream and it is 
here that the public imagination is most affected. Surprisingly, what comes to their 
greatest aid in this scheme of things are those intangible and oneiric properties of the 
city that are otherwise neglected in the formal discussions on the city as too 
ephemeral and unreal. Almost all the brochures, posters, leaflets by the developers 
rely on those relative terms that are hard to define and yet easy to manipulate, some 
of the most common being dream, aspiration, hope, fear, security as I shall discuss 
next. 
Appropriate to their mission, the Summer REHAB Fair 2011 was called 
“Dream  Fest:  Turn  Your  Dream  into  Reality.”  This  is  more  or  less  prevalent in all the 
publicity materials in the business. The fact that the most desired dream is to have a 
house  in  Dhaka  is  something  that  the  business  is  premised  on.  “We  offer  your  dream  
home”;;  “We  are  with  you  to  fulfil  your  dream”;;  “The  home  of  your  life  long  dream”;;  
“Your   own   destination   in   Dhaka”;;   “The   Dream   begins   here”;;   “Where   dream   is  
reality”;;   “A   complete   dream-like   abode”;;   “A   dream   destination   for   the   next  
generation”;;   “A   coordination   of   your   life   long-dream   and   ability”;;   “It   is   your   turn  
now  to  fulfil  your  dream”  are  only  a  few  taglines  that  the  developers used to tap into 
the   desire   for   one’s   own   abode   in   Dhaka.   In   all   practicality,   the   way   land   price   is  
shooting up, ownership of a piece of land in Dhaka is a dream for most of the 
dwellers in the most traditional sense of the term. Given that the majority of the 
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dwellers of the city are migrants, it is even more significant to make them feel the 
need.  
Even the names of many companies are replete with words and phrases that 
have  a  “feel  good”  quality  about  them  but  are  extremely  relative  in  nature.  Words like 
peace, dream, trust, aspiration, dependence, hope, nature, garden, bliss, luxury, safety, 
and positive colours like golden (as in much clichéd golden Bengal), green (almost 
interchangeable with the rural and nature), blue (denoting sky, freedom and nature) 
abound. 
More interesting is the way in which the longing and desire for such an 
apparently  unattainable  goal   is   insinuated   in   the   dweller’s  mind.  Keeping   the   status  
Dhaka enjoys as the concentration of power, network, facilities, culture and 
everything else in mind, the location itself is capitalized and Dhaka is made all the 
more important for itself. The primacy of the location is writ large on the omnipresent 
gigantic billboards, newspapers and so on. Even though there has been an upsurge of 
satellite towns, they not only promise to be another Dhaka, but literally remain related 
to Dhaka and its prime locations in terms of distance. Sometimes these relations are 
quite arbitrary where a physically peripheral location is marketed as central. So, when 
the  advertisement  says  “live   in   the  real  centre  of  Dhaka”   it  may  in  actuality  be  only  
somehow   inside   the  city  and  far   from  being   the  centre.  “Invest  now!  Into   the  future  
centre  of  Dhaka”  is  only  a  self-determined  centre.  A  project’s  worth  is  determined   in 
relation   to  Dhaka   and   its   locations:   “Only   8   km   away   from  Dhaka”;;   “4   km  South-
West  from  the  National  Assembly  Building”;;  “Adjacent  to  the  300  feet  Dhaka-Mawa 
high  way”;;  “15  minutes  drive  from  Dhanmondi”  are  ways   to  make   the  prospects  of  
the projects more credible to the buyers. Thus, centrality of location is made all the 
more important and sensitive to the images of their places on the map (Holcomb, 
2001: 43). Dhaka even by rejection remains the centre of the discourse. RAJUK itself 
has a residential project outside Dhaka, which interestingly plays on what by now can 
be   termed   as   the   Dhaka   rhetoric:   “Another   Dhaka   near   Dhaka.”   For   those   projects  
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that are located within the city, no matter in what fringes, the location is highlighted 
beyond proportion as the most desirable and convenient place to live, work and play. 
Some   capitalise   on   their   being   in   the   proper   Dhaka   by   “Live   in   real   Dhaka   if   you  
mean  to  live  in  Dhaka”  or  “Why  go  outside  the  capital?  Live  in  the  centre  of  Dhaka”;;  
“Have   an   aristocratic   living   in   the   most   luxurious   locations   of   Dhaka.”   When  
decentralization is the call of the day, these marketing gimmicks further reinstate 
Dhaka, more strongly than ever into the minds of the people.  
The longing, desire for and dream about Dhaka is further augmented by 
creating and intensifying a sense of insecurity and fear that only reinforces the 
imaginary of the city as unsafe. Here the insecurity and risk is of graver kind as it is 
directly related to the next generation for whom the dwellers cannot but feel 
vulnerable and apprehensive. Browsing through these ads one almost feels like being 
diagnosed with a lethal disease and having left with a very little time to sort things out 
for  one’s  next  generation.  With  “the  coil  of  black  smoke,” insecure life on the road, 
pollution and other adversities, the present Dhaka, a concrete and ugly jungle seems 
to  be  sapping  the  life  out  of  its  citizens  and  Dhaka’s  future  too  bleak  for  children.  In  
these recurrent representations, the dystopic Dhaka is enlarged into a Brobdingnagian 
monstrosity to instill a sense of fear and insecurity of a corresponding proportion to 
create   the   urgency   and   immediacy   that   would   make   people   act   in   the   developer’s  
favour. These marketing tricks –  “Make   the   future   safer   and   better   for   your  
children”;;  “Act  now  for  a  safe  future  of  your  children”;;  “It   is  not  only  a  mixture  of  
brick,  stones,  sands  .  .  .  this  is  your  long  cherished  dream,  your  children’s  future  and  
security”;;  “Our  vision  is  not  for  us  alone  but  for  our  next  generation,  yours  and mine”  
– posed as friendly advice and offer of help to eschew that alarming future hovering 
over the next generation, sound reassuring in that given context, no matter how 
transitory the sense of urgency may be. The ominous sense of time running out is also 
another  blow  on  the  already   low  morale.  “Time  is  running  out!  Grab  your  chances”;;  
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“Golden  chance  to  create  your  own  proud  destination  in  Dhaka”;;  “Best  time  to  make  
your  own  home  in  Dhaka”;;  “Invest  in  the  gold  mine  of  future  – Why  waste  time?” 
What is most detrimental in these marketing feats is that they feed on urban 
fears and make profit by making people afraid of the city. This is exactly what Slater 
(2009)  means  by  “anti-urbanism”  which  he  defines  as  “a  discourse  of  fear  of  the  city  
produced and reproduced through a variety of negative literary, artistic media, 
cinematic,  and  photographic  representations  of  urban  places”  (159-160). These anti-
urban  discourses  become  naturalized  into  a  particular  “way  of  seeing”  the  city  and  a  
way of treating it too (Slater, 2009). This has graver implications for the imaginary 
city and the way people deploy that to negotiate the hard city. Through powerful 
representations of urban malaise to strengthen their case, the house and land 
developers not only proliferate an overall negative discourse on the city but help them 
get embedded in the social life of people by virtue of their overwhelming visibility in 
and around the city. 
These  urban  fears  are  conditioned  by  “pro-rural”  sentiment,  or  a  celebration  
of the rural in contrast to the castigation of the urban. Since Dhaka is already too built 
up, there has been an unprecedented upsurge of satellite cities. Some of them are 
authorized some are not but invariably they are noticeable everywhere – from 
billboards on top of buildings, along roads and high ways, newspapers to leaflets. 
Since these are bigger projects and can by no means be accommodated into the 
already occupied city, they have to convince people to go against the grain, i.e. to 
move outside Dhaka, not far away but still outside the city. So, many claim to offer 
an  “urban  village”   that  plays  on   the  classic  rural-urban divide, which is pretty much 
black and white.  In this bipolar vision, village means proximity to nature, greenery, 
purity, peace and harmony. Living away   from   Dhaka   is   to   have   a   “safe,   peaceful  
nest”   as   opposed   to   the “traffic   congestion,   pollution-ridden,   cacophonous   Dhaka.”  
The idyllic dream is to be found in this new village that combines the best of two 
worlds – well-planned, modern facilities of a city amidst the harmonious and health 
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giving  nature;;  “not  totally  away  from  the  city,  but  definitely  away  from  pollution,  the  
maddening  crowd  and  all  urban  ills.”  This  renewed  call  for  going  back  to  the  village  
is strengthened by a juxtaposition of images of   a   calamitous   city  with   “no  clean  air  
for your children to breathe, no wide enough roads for ambulance to take your sick 
father to the hospital, machines humming helplessly at unwanted gridlocks amidst a 
see  of  people”,  “a lonely life in an ordinary flat”  at  one  end  and  reassuring  images of 
a safe refuge away from  it  “like  birds  going  back  to  their  nest,  children  at  the  care  of  
mother   nature”   and   “living   among   community   of   township”   on   the   other.   Thus   an  
invisible, other city is made to condition the present city. 
Some take a different approach. They propose a mongrel city between rural 
and  urban  as  “new  Dhaka  for  newer  generation”  as  an  extension  of  Dhaka  that  quells  
the alarming sense of displacement that an aspiration for the present and future in 
Dhaka may give rise. To attend to these Dhaka-centred dreams, their rhetoric too 
remain centripetal i.e. Dhaka centric, where the same old Dhaka is seen to be 
expanding outward only. So, it is like Dhaka re packaged – the newer, the better.  
Another major lure inherent in these mongrel cities is the promise of a 
planned   locality   where   amenities   are   abundant   and   everything   under   specialists’  
supervision. They make most of the unplannedness of Dhaka to market their 
supposedly well-planned cities. Most of them come with exact location map with 
minute details and are heavy on planning lexicon. They make the other wise regular 
components in the planning and development of a house, locality or by extension a 
city (such as, well planned sites, skilled planners, constant supervision, safety 
measures, proper authorization, civic amenities, modern facilities etc.) seem 
extraordinary and rare with the use of ornamented language and arbitrary and far 
fetched   comparisons.   For   example,   one   satellite   town   claims   to   be   “a   complete 
planned  city  in  the  likeness  of  Singapore.”  In  others, Singapore is replaced by Dubai 
or other modern and planned Canadian cities. There is no veracity to such high claims 
and in a few cases the names merely referred to the source of finance from non 
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resident Bangladeshis living in the aforementioned countries. When seen in contrast 
to  Dhaka’s  planning  disasters,  the  very  mention  of  those  champions  of  urban  planning  
does lend somewhat weightage to the project. Overall, they all describe cities rich 
with amenities, the texts accompanying them normally superlatives and hyperbolic, 
replete  with  words  like  “the  greatest,  best,  abundant,  top,  excellent”  among  others.  No  
wonder that the present day Dhaka craves for the very name of planning, governance, 
and some sort of authoritative interference that would make life more manageable for 
its people. This also is the reason for the wide spread commodification of things 
planned  (no  matter  how  misleadingly  so)  and  is  to  be  blamed  for  the  term’s  rampant  
misuse too. 
5.4. The City in Print Media 
Of all the formal discursive practices on the city the newspaper is the closest to the 
lived city ever for its connection with the city on a daily basis. The information and 
analysis presented below are primarily based on the city sections of two national 
dailies – “Rajdhani”  (Capital)  in  the  daily Prothom Alo68 (Bangla)  and  “Metropolitan”  
in The Daily Star 69(English). Other than these two regular sections on the city an 
urban  fortnightly  supplement  “Dhakay  Thaki”  by  PA has also been taken into the fold 
of analysis. The choice of the newspapers was strategic. I wanted to get an adequate 
reflection of the writings on the city that catered to the majority of urban population 
and also dailies that have a comparatively wider readership. Both these dailies were 
the most circulated newspapers in Bangladesh during the period of research. 70 
Moreover, except for a few, most of the informants of this research were found to be 
                                                             
68 PA from now on. 
69 DS from now on. 70 Prothom Alo is the most circulated newspaper in Bangladesh with a daily circulation of 4,86000 in Bangladesh and 2,16000 in Dhaka alone. The next most circulated daily has a circulation of 1,65000-1,70000 in Bangladesh and 47 ,000 in Dhaka. The difference is so striking that it left me with no other choices. Among the English daily the most circulated is The Daily Star which has an average circulation of 75000  in  2011 with market share of 75% of the English readership. The Financial Express is a distant second with circulation of 8000 and its market Share being at 8%.  
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subscribers to or have named either of these two newspapers as their daily source of 
news, making them all the more appropriate for analysis. 
No exact data on the readership profile of these two newspapers was 
available. However, the circulation pattern, partial surveys on specific pages by PA 
and interviews with the newspaper professionals confirmed that PA, being published 
in the vernacular has a wider reader base both in and outside Dhaka. DS, being an 
English daily, on the other hand mostly caters to the educated, English speaking, 
middle to upper class urban population of Dhaka. Apart from that, no specific 
indicators of age and gender of the readers of these two dailies as a whole, were 
apparent. Each section of the daily, irrespective of its medium of expression, serves 
different purposes and caters to different age and gender group, the editors of both the 
dailies affirmed.  
Before going into the news categories and what these dedicated sections on 
the city circulate as city news, a brief introduction to the city pages in the context of 
the whole newspaper is due.  
Rajdhani: 
“Rajdhani”  which  literally  means  the  capital  city  is  a  daily  one  pager  (page  7)  on  the  
city in the 24 paged newspaper. Of the total print area (3840 column inches) it got 
about 160 column inches of which almost 50%-60% went into advertisement and 
only 40% for news. In terms of content, the number of news also was very low. The 
page covered only 6-7 news items on average during the period of analysis. It was not 
very regular either. It appeared 95 days out of total 184 days of analysis. Whenever 
there was space crunch on the newspaper due to important news or special events, 
this page was curtailed to accommodate others.  
As the statistics above demonstrates it appeared to be one of the most 
neglected sections by the newspaper and was often used as filler where the least 
important news featured. There was no dedicated page editor accountable to this 
page. The general editors shuffled their duties and were given the charge of this page 
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for 15 days and then moved on to a new page. If there was any important news it was 
shifted to either the first or back page, deemed to be the most important sections of 
the newspaper. During the period of analysis, sometimes a visual related to the news 
was given in the first page and the story remained in the city page. This was done to 
ensure   that   the   story   gets   readers’   attention.   Even   though a small number of the 
informants were aware of the existence of this page, most did not notice and none 
said to have consciously read it either occasionally or on daily basis. This overall 
unawareness was supported by the findings of an internal survey conducted by the 
newspaper itself, which showed this to be the most unnoticed page in the newspaper. 
One of the city editors also agreed to this page being not adequate in representing the 
city due to lack of space and increasing pressure of advertisement coupled with a 
comparatively lower rate of the same (Shahed Ali, personal communication, May 28, 
2012).   “Rajdhani”   also   lacked   “good   content   and   a   prominent   character   that   a   city  
page  should  have,”  he  further  affirmed.   
It is the awareness of this inadequacy that the newspaper started a separate 
weekly  supplement  dedicated  to  Dhaka  in  December  2004.  Named  “Dhakay  Thaki”,  
it was at once a guide, a source of information and entertainment for its readers.  
 Metropolitan  
Metropolitan by The Daily Star on the other hand is a daily three pager (usually page 
3-5) in the 20 paged newspaper, and carried about 20-30 news items daily and 
published more regularly (appeared 177 days out of 184 days), even though very 
often the number of pages was reduced to less than 3. Unlike the Bangla newspaper 
the Metropolitan section got a total 480 column inches of the total print area (3200 
column inches). Content wise too, it had a wider coverage. As the name suggests, it 
covered the other metropolitan cities in Bangladesh. However, news from outside 
Dhaka was a meager 13% of the total number of news during the period of analysis. 
Metropolitan did have a bigger print space compared to the Bangla newspaper, but on 
the whole the character of the section remained the same, i.e. most unnoticed and 
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neglected by the reader and the newspaper alike. The pressure of advertisement on the 
newspaper was borne by this section, which took almost 50% of its print space on 
average. Of the three pages allocated to the metro section generally one and half to 
maximum two pages were actually for news. Besides, like the Bangla newspaper, 
when there was too much pressure on the front page, they covered national news too 
(Abdul Jolil Bhuiyan, section in charge, personal communication, May 22, 2012). 
Among the regular news items not all were city related either. It featured regular 
sections on obituaries, which took 7.4% of the section, weather, corrections and 
carried over news from other pages, which together took 4.3% of its total print space 
too. So, when I refer to news on Dhaka in the Metropolitan section of DS, I actually 
refer to 86.63% of the news. Unlike the Bangla newspaper, the editor of this page, 
however, claimed that the Metropolitan reports whatever happens in the city even 
though that might not be an adequate reflection of the city (Abdul Jolil Bhuiyan, 
Personal communication, May 22, 2012). 
Dhakay Thaki 
 Especially   published   and   circulated   for   the   residents   of   Dhaka,   “Dhakay   Thaki”  
(meaning living in Dhaka) an all in one guide for the city dweller, on the other hand 
was a fortnightly four-paged supplement to the main newspaper Prothom Alo.  
Other than the regular functional and informative sections like how to go 
about the city and getting things done, what is new and happening in the city, it had 
dedicated  section  on  entertainment  as  well.  Among  the  regular  sections  were  “Ki  Nai  
Ki   Chai”   (What   we   lack,   What   we   want),   “Jebahbe   Beche   Achi”   (The   Way   We  
Live),“E  Para,  O  Para”  (Here  and  There)   that  were  supported  by  direct  contribution  
from the readers sharing their experiences of living in the city, their grievances, 
complaints and suggestions to authority among others. Not only that, there was one 
section  called  “Hawa  Bodol”  (The  Changing  Wind)  that  periodically  published  follow  
up on the authority’s   reaction   and  measures   taken  with   respect   to   the   public   gripes 
reported earlier. Other than these, it had features of varied types, the most common 
136 
being report based, informative, exploratory, and citizen problems oriented. The 
readers could see their neighbourhood represented by themselves. For the critics of 
the concept city, it provided a nuanced picture of the city beyond what was 
representable in the official discourse. Of particular interest were some important 
sections  called  “Akdin  Hothat”  (On a Random Day) that depicted different shades of 
the city on an ordinary day which probably would never find a place in any other 
official   discourses,   “Mukh   o   Mukhosh”   (The   Face   and   the   Mask)   portraying   the  
eccentrics   of   the   city,   and   “Dha  Cartoon”   (Dhaka  Cartoon) that would bring to the 
readers many anecdotes of city life collected from varied sources and people. 
“Dhakay  Thaki”  ran  simultaneously  with  “Rajdhani”  during  the  period  of  research.  
While looking at the city pages critically, my goal has been to see what gets 
circulated   as   “city   news.”   Analysing   both   the   city   sections   of   the   respective  
newspapers for six months (July 2011- December 2011), I have tried to unpack a 
pattern in the nature of news that get published in these sections. I have categorized 
the news items under 7 typologies – Accident and death, crime and violence (which 
was sub divided between physical or direct violence like murder, mugging, robbery 
etc. and social urban crimes like corruption, land grabbing, adulteration of food, 
extortion, bribing etc.), events, national politics, protest and demand, and exploratory 
report. None of the news items was left out. Those that could not be fitted into the 
categories  were  considered  under  “others,”  which  were  very  few  in  number. 
Looking closely at the regular news items published in the city pages in both 
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8.3 18.23 10.06 35.59 7.79 6.54 9.8 3.68 100 
       28.30 
The Daily 
Star 
7.6 15.23 4.18 41.11 17.99 3.57 6.06 4.26 100 
        19.41 
Table 5: The recurrent pattern and categories of news in PA and DS from July 2011- 
December 2011. 
 
Among the most circulated news items was news of events or daily happenings in the 
city followed closely by news of crime and violence. However, if we add the 
percentage of news of accidents and deaths happening everyday in the city with that 
of crime and violence, the predominance of negative news comes to view. This 
substantiates the general impression of and aversion towards newspapers as bearer of 
more bad news than good. Taken together, the negative news took the lead with 
36.59% in case of PA and remained the second biggest news item with 27.01% in 
case of DS, which kept the number of negative news lower than PA. However, it did 
so not by shunning the dark news altogether but with a strategic presentation plan. In 
“Metropolitan,” all the news of death and accidents were published under one head, 
keeping the invisibility low as opposed to having them individually sprinkled around 
the page, which due to sheer number and visibility may intensify the sense of 
imminent danger. Nevertheless, whenever there was a big disaster in the city, it never 
stayed as city news in the much neglected city page and was moved up to either the 
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front or the back page. The eye catching visuals and often the news too were shifted 
to either the front page or back page, which explains why despite the low readership 
and unpopularity of the page the readers cannot avoid the atmosphere of danger and 
disaster.  
The English daily also covered more events and happenings than the Bangla 
daily.  There  was   a  regular   section  called   “Dhaka  Today”   in  Metropolitan,  which   in  
addition to the detailed coverage of events, provided quick information on what is 
happening where in the city in a particular day in bullet points. Since this was the 
only news item that was not common between the two newspapers, I have listed this 
section  under  “others”  for  DS. 
Another formidable trait in the exploratory reports published in the city pages 
was that they were mostly focused on the trials, tribulations and problems of living in 
the city – be it about lack of civic amenities, corruption, grabbing or political 
instability.  This   came   out  more   clearly   in   the   fortnightly   “Dhakay  Thaki”  of  PA, in 
which   the   top  priority  was  avowedly  given   to  “citizen  problems”  as  affirmed  by   the  
then in charge of the supplement (October 22, 2012, Personal communication). The 
sections   that   were   supposed   to   be   a   reflection   of   common   city   dwellers’   lives   in  
Dhaka, were predominantly about problems that people faced daily in the city. In 
accordance with its goal, which is to mirror the daily lives of ordinary Dhaka people, 
it   had   a  wide   scope   of   readers’   participation   in   the   representation   of   the   city   news.  
Sections   like   “E   Para   O   Para”   (Here   and   There)   that   captured   life   in   different  
neighbourhoods   around   the   city   through   readers’   contributions were all about 
inadequacy of amenities and services, disfunctionality and corruption in institutions at 
large and impunity of those in power among others. Of all, dissatisfaction with the 
state of roads and transport scored the highest (58%) followed by that with garbage 
disposal and other services  (28%). Concern with crime, corruption especially land 
grabbing (13%) also featured quite strongly. A similar section  called  “Jebhabe  Beche  
Achi”   (The   way  we   live)   that   once   again   brought   in   first   hand   accounts   of   life   in  
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Dhaka echoed the same concerns with transport and traffic jam topping the list. With 
its focus heavily tilted towards the problems alone, which could not make up for the 
countless other experiences of the city, Dhakay Thaki failed to do justice to its 
realistic aim to represent the city as it is.  
A   very   poignant   section   called   “Ki   nai   Ki  Chai”   (What   we   lack,  What   we  
want) which provided a mirror to the aspirations and dreams of common dwellers of 
the  city  must  be  mentioned  here.  This  section  was  dedicated  to  voice  people’s  gripes  
and demands from the city authority. Of all the deficiencies listed, 53% were found to 
be about maintenance of existing structure, amenities and services, followed by 
enforcement  of  law  and  order  (23%),  and  poor  services  (11%).  People’s  demand  from  
the  authority  in  the  “What  We  Want”  section  was  mostly  for  law  enforcement  (33%)  
followed by more infrastructure (22%) and maintenance (15.51%). As for the 
features, of the total number 30% was problem oriented, while only 12% was 
informative. Of the former a formidable 81% was published in either the front or back 
page of the supplement, both of which were considered the most important and most 
read pages too.  
These figures on the whole say something about the predominant perception 
of the city disseminated by the print media. The overwhelming representation of 
urban ills helps reinforce the imaginary of the city as always being under threat or in a 
state of perpetual crisis. Even if this concern is not pronounced in the report or the 
news headline, the consciousness emerged in the adjectives and descriptive terms 
used   for   depiction   of   life   in   Dhaka.   Life   in   Dhaka   is   always   a   “battle”,   roads   are  
“highways   to   death”   and   even   footpaths   are   “death   traps,” “woes   of   commuters”  
know  no  bounds,  and  there  is  “a  sea  of  people”  everywhere  “living  in  danger.” Other 
than that, descriptions of and reference to Dhaka in both news papers were loaded 
with negative words like hassle, lack, risk, illegal, eviction, unsocial, unliveable, 
unfit, inadequate, dysfunctional, crisis, mayhem, transgression, degradation, 
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discomfort, pretence, dreadful, negligence, inconvenience, deprivation, 
unaccountability, woes, nightmares, concrete jungle and many more.  
Hence,  it  is  hardly  surprising  that  the  “city  of  dream”  in  the  context  of  Dhaka  
was the Dhaka of Fridays (weekly Government holiday) and Eid holidays where the 
above terms did not apply. Life during these days was perceived as easy and 
movement comfortable but typical of a dream, this was a transitory state too. In fact, 
in  the  context  of  both  newspapers  the  word  “dream”  was  not  future  driven.  Rather  it  
denoted unreality and invoked absence and was used as a critique of the present. 
Thus,  quite  unknowingly  the  city  of  the  book  nurtures  the  “other  city”,  one  of  dreams  
and  aspiration  as  a  foil  to  the  so  called  “real  city.”   
In the newspapers too, a general tendency was observed to seek a way out of 
this quagmire that Dhaka is, in construction of more and more objects and 
infrastructures – be it elevated express ways, metro rails or new homes catering to a 
specific class alone. These perceptions penetrate the public psyche as reflected in the 
demands listed under   “What   We   Want.”   It   intensifies   the   inclination   towards  
withdrawal among the city dwellers that many see as a direct outcome of 
urbanization. It creates an impact on the imaginary by inciting a protective instinct, in 
a similar fashion that an advert on dengue fever or malaria would have done. This in 
turn increasingly encourages people to seek refuge inside walls, compartments and 
other forms of self-made cocoons mentioned before. 
Thus,  despite  its  aim  of  realistic  representation  of  the  city,  “Dhakay  Thaki”  to  
a   large   extent   offered   a   flawed   and   dystopic   view   of   Dhaka   making   the   dwellers’  
existence appear vicarious as ever. With its reader friendly topics and wide scope for 
reader’s  participation, “Dhakay  Thaki”  could  be  an  ideal  supplement for the residents 
of Dhaka. moreover, it incorporated both the mundane and the extraordinary, 
highlighting the nuanced and irregular along side the regular, even though the ratio 
between the two was not a balanced one. It was one of those rare platforms where the 
de Certeauean view of the city from below could be attained. Yet, it had to stop its 
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operation eventually. 71 This possible ideal platform for the citizens died out partly 
due to unpopularity and lack of support from its readers, an internal survey of the 
daily affirmed. To its credit, it also had an appropriate name that resonated with the 
readers  but  along  with  it,  the  readers’  expectations  from  the  supplement  was  also  very  
high, which it failed to fulfil as the survey revealed. Interestingly, too many negative 
issues and problems discussed in the supplement along with too mundane and boring 
ones was identified as a major draw back. One of the causes of its unpopularity was 
also its lacking in enthusiasm, activeness and vibrancy in comparison to the real 
capital city life. Hence readers perceived it as a pure knowledge-enhancing 
supplement alone. Bland page make up, lack of colourful visuals in the inner pages 
were   also   seen   as   responsible   for   losing   out   on   readers’   attention.   As   personal  
interviews with a news editor of PA confirmed, the shut down was a result of more 
strategic and planning issues than just wide spread unpopularity among readers 
regarding the content (Shahed Ali, personal communication, May 28, 2012). 
Even though there were more strategic issues involved in the cessation of 
“Dhakay   Thaki”   than   its   portrayal   of   the city life, its being unpopular does tell 
something  about  the  wide  spread  perception  of  what  is  seen  as  the  people’s  city.  One  
of the things people did not like about this supplement was the predominance of 
negative news or issues being discussed. Interestingly the sections where these 
negative issued came up the most were either contributed by the readers in the forms 
of letters or small articles or investigative reports on various problems of their 
neighbourhood in the city, which only points at how deeply the anti-urban imaginary 
is being insinuated. This may be suggestive of the fact that the city of the book is yet 
to come up with a more sensitive way to negotiate a dystopic and anarchic state (if 
reality be that), which will not simply work by instilling fear. 
The city dwellers themselves also affirmed that to people who really live 
below  this  is  like  a  reflection  in  the  mirror  and  in  the  words  of  an  original  local  “the                                                               71 Even though the supplement ran during the whole period of my research field work. 
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vision is rather frightening.” It makes the absence of any dependable authority 
alarming.  By giving a voice and chance to the residents to directly represent 
themselves and change things for the better can not assuage the lack of a genuine 
caretaker   and   caregiver   that   a   city   has   every   right   to   have.   They  would   rather   “be  
happy to be looked after by a functional authority that would allow them to stay safe, 
not  worry   about  gas,   electricity  or  water   supply,  and   sleep  peacefully”   as  one   long-
term resident put aptly. Their imagination is not to replace the city authority by any 
means. It only shows how acute the craving for order and discipline is in a city where 
disorder is the reality as opposed to what is widely circulated in the official 
discourses. Given this context, the concept city, despite its totalising vision comes out 
as a better choice  and  more  welcome  than   the  people’s  city,  which   in   the  context  of  
Dhaka means a city literally left to people, without order as well as accountability. 
Thus, the concept city itself is rendered as one of the strongest imaginary that drives 
the growth of Dhaka. 
 
5.5. One Dhaka, Many cities  
As the discussion above demonstrates the city that emerges from the 
authoritative accounts is intriguing on three grounds. 
First and foremost, there are many contradictions inherent in the city of the 
book as there are many city authorities. The most prominent of them has to do with 
the ways past has been integrated into the discourse by many interest groups, which 
eventually   proves   calamitous   to   the   formation   of   a   distinctive   vision   for   the   city’s  
future. Whereas planners and developers co-opt and even deploy the past of the city 
as   a   promise,   projecting   a   vision   for   the   city’s   future,   the   tourist   brochures   in   their  
excessive lionization of past becomes almost regressive, with no connection to the 
present and future, as best illustrated by the out of date iconic images of the city 
depicted in them. Like many other failings that beset the dominant imaginary of the 
city,   this   lack   of   coordination   and   clarity   regarding   the   city’s   great   lineage   in   the  
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official discourse itself prepare grounds for the absence of a resolute vision for the 
city’s   future   in   the   same.   Instead  of  making  an  effort   to   address   such  contradiction,  
the city of the book in general appears wallowing in, if not lethargic to come out of 
the assurance of the golden past. Seen from this perspective, the official city comes 
across as stagnant compared to the vivacious, agile and engaging lived city that is 
constantly changing its images, needs and aspirations.  
Second, the city of the book brings to light the basic problem inherent in any 
representations. All the authoritative accounts of the city analysed in this chapters, 
largely contribute to what we can and generally associate with the city. When it 
comes to the formal discourse we tend to forget that it also is a representation and like 
any representations it can only be partial. There are more than one vested interest 
groups whose ideologies not only reflect in but shape and reshape the formal city. 
The simple and uncritical reading makes way for misunderstanding of the city as a 
straight   forward   translation   of   the   planner’s   imagination,   as   pointed   out   in   the  
discussion on urban plans. Therefore, the city of the book can only give a selective 
and partial knowledge about the city.  
Apart from this, there is also the question of the mode in which the city is to 
be represented. Given the dystopian and disorderly city that Dhaka is, journalistic 
realism has not struck a chord with the reader as seen in the case of the fortnightly 
urban  supplement  “Dhakay  Thaki.”  Instead  of  implicating  people  into  the  city  it  had  a  
deterring effect much like the negative urban discourse on Dhaka that has been used 
to market real estate projects in the fringes of the city. None has captured the texture 
of the city to create the resonance in people. In fact, none has represented the people 
and their intricate ways of negotiating the city. There is a need to strike a balance, 
probably not by representing the chaos and disorder but by focusing on the ways 
people negotiate this maze and nauralise the apparently dystopian experiences to 
make them work for themselves. 
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Third and perhaps the most unsettling aspect about the city of the book is 
that, it is perilously synecdochical as it prioritises and substitutes a part of the city as 
whole. The repetitive presence and over emphasis on the visible, replicable, 
calculable and commercially profitable physical properties, marginalise or completely 
negate the intangible ones gradually making way for a fatal transposition of those 
selective properties as the city itself. Such repeated predominance of a group of 
elements over others and their uncritical hierarchisation in the formal accounts of the 
city thus limits the basic understanding of the city as a socio-cultural entity. It cannot 
but be held   responsible   for   the   kind   of   “insensitive”   and  “irresponsible”  behaviours  
and responses it incites in people. But the problem is not as black and white as it 
looks.   As   the   developers’   city   aptly   demonstrates,   the   lack   of   recognition   of   the  
intangible associations of the city in the official discourse does not necessarily denote 
their absence. There is a tacit acknowledgement of desires, memories, dreams and 
aspirations about the city in these formal accounts and they are very often 
operationalised by the city authority themselves to achieve the tangible goals at hand. 
The   recognition   also  manifests   itself   in   the   power   elites’   penchant   for   interpolating  
themselves into the public memory by fictionalising history. In fact, in the context of 
Bangladesh politics, one of the common accusations against many people in power 
has always been fabrication of history. Seen from this perspective, the city of the 
book with its unease and gaps in articulation points at what Dhaka conceals – the 
domain of imagination, of desire, dream, aspiration and many other unruly, 
unmappable associations of the material city without any fixed forms. They remain 
unseen, unspoken yet a constant reality of lived urban Dhaka. The next chapter makes 
an attempt at excavating that concealed domain of imagination as an embedded 





The  Lived  City:  Dhaka’s  Imageability  Redefined 
The phenomenologically available city is no less important in the discussion and 
understanding of the interiorised cityscape and imagination as an everyday, urban 
practice. Hence, not surprisingly, the narratives of the informants constantly invoked 
the material city in relation to a plethora of mental associations that were found to be 
subjected to the unpredictable logic of imagination, nostalgia, fantasy, fear and hope 
than reason and order. But, as the discussion on the official discourse in the previous 
chapter points out, the lived city with all its affective properties remain equally 
unnoticed by the city authority and are all disregarded for the rational, orderly and 
visual properties of the city. It is to address this lacuna in the available urban 
discourse that the present chapter engages with the most popular images of the city 
that are directly linked with the physical city. They are also crucial for understanding 
the relationship between the hard and the soft city and the role of imagination in the 
social urban context of Dhaka. 
Contrary to popular belief, imagination is not an isolated, mental creative 
practice and nor does it necessarily require a complete withdrawal from the material 
surroundings. In fact, it is part and parcel of the material reality to the extent that 
cities like Dhaka invite imagination as an operating principle for making sense of the 
superfluous sensuous cues that its physical forms generate. Quotidian imaginative 
practices contribute to a large extent in making sense of Dhaka. In his path breaking 
study, Kevin Lynch (1960) explored how the physical city can best be used to 
enhance the legibility of the city to its residents. The popular and strong images of 
Dhaka that the present research excavates are hinged on the physical city but a  lion’s  
share of their legibility is due to their associations with immaterial urban properties 
that the lived city generates. What makes these popular images of Dhaka, gleaned 
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from  the  informants’  narratives,  crucial  in  the  context  of  the  present  research  is  their  
grounding in the present city unlike those circulated in the official discourse. These 
images are important for this research less for themselves than for what they reveal 
about  the  dwellers’  personal  systems  of  signification,  which  are  deployed  to  negotiate  
the material city. These personal meaning making processes that take in more than 
direct perception of the physical city bring to fore what more goes into the making of 
the urban experience for the city dweller. More importantly, an examination of these 
popular images of Dhaka help bring to light the extent to which the extra physical 
properties of the city are embedded in the understanding of the city and enrich the 
repertoire  of  Dhaka’s  imageability,  even  though  based  on  a  set  of  different  variables  
than the physical ones propounded by Lynch (1960). This is an exercise no less 
important if one needs to have a better grasp of the texture of the intimate city, which 
in turn will help comprehend and address the gap that exists between the formal and 
people’s  city.  
6.1. A City of Convenience  
Dhaka’s   being   a   primate   city   is   an   alarming   situation   for   planners   and   urban  
practitioners for a valid reason – the concentration of all resources in one principal 
city. But it is this very reason that paradoxically makes Dhaka the most desirable and 
convenient city to live for most of the dwellers across social types. Despite the 
dubious reputation Dhaka has earned for itself, an overwhelming 78% dwellers 72 
from all social types considered the city as convenient for living and mentioned this 
as their reason for not living in any other city in the country. The awareness that the 
best of everything – services, amenities, jobs, schools, universities, global networks, 
relatives, friends – is concentrated here, is echoed in all narrations irrespective of 
social types. This corresponded with the preliminary results of 2011 Population and 
Housing Census conducted by Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics (BBS), which showed                                                              72 That includes 9 long-term residents, 10 migrants, 9 original locales.  
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that 65% institutional households are located in Dhaka and Chittagong Division, 
while Dhaka alone hosts 20% of the total (BBS. P.10).  
But such convenience comes with a heavy price. Attached to the comfort that 
Dhaka promises is the overall stasis, disorder and chaos. Anger, disregard or 
frustration with the overall disfunctionality is a common theme of conversation in 
addas (collective idling with family, friends, neighbours etc.) and public gatherings of 
Dhaka dwellers. However, this is not to say that people are ready to forsake the city 
for any other city in Bangladesh. Even those who do not like Dhaka stay here for the 
absence of any other alternatives. As one long-term resident pointed out:  
Even though  I  don’t  like  it  here,  I  live  here  for  necessity.  If  I  could  get  a  job  
with similar benefits and scope outside Dhaka I would have loved to live 
outside the city but that is highly unlikely. 
For students the best schools and universities are here, for professionals it is the hub 
and place to build social and professional networks, which is impossible to attain 
outside Dhaka.  
A  recurrent  item  in  informants’  narratives  was  the  availability  of  services  and  
things in the capital city. A young migrant from Chittagong, the second biggest city 
of Bangladesh, found Dhaka more convenient in terms of mobility. He referred to the 
more frequent and better bus services of Dhaka, which, despite so much complains 
from the long-term residents, were better than any other city in Bangladesh. Another 
migrant professional from Rajshahi, a northern city of Bangladesh, pointed out how 
living in Dhaka was more comfortable for things that Dhaka dwellers often took for 
granted:  
Dhaka more than anything brings to my mind availability of many things and 
overall convenience of living starting from the very basic things like gas. My 
mother  doesn’t  have  to  worry  about  the  cylinder  gas  running  out  now as there 
is continuous supply of gas, which is unavailable in the northern regions of 
the country including my hometown. 
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Interestingly, another image of the city, an apparently xenophobic one at that 
– Dhaka  as  a  “city  of  outsiders”  – also featured prominently in the narratives of the 
dwellers.  Dhaka’s   informal  sector  economy   is  propelled by migrants, generally seen 
as  “outsiders”  to  the  city  by  the  original  locals  and  long-term residents alike. But, the 
two images – one of convenience and one of outsiders – were hardly antithetical. 
There were interesting ways that the apparently xenophobic   “city   of  outsiders”  was  
coopted by dwellers and contributed immensely to the mental image of the city of 
convenience and with more practicality than the official city could ever match. 
Despite   the   recurrent   complaint   about   Dhaka’s   overcrowding   many   informants did 
like   the   things   that   come   with   the   apparently   dystopic   city.   Referring   to   Dhaka’s  
“chabi  walas”  (locksmiths  and  key  makers,  who  pay  door   to  door  service),   roadside  
cobblers, barbers and other handymen, a long-term resident in his forties affirmed the 
relief   it  gave  him   in  knowing   that  “anything  can  be  repaired   in  Dhaka.”  The  people  
who became such friends in need in bringing these services to his doorsteps were 
most likely to be migrants. A migrant, who has been living in the city for more than 
ten  years  affirmed  the  joy  of  “getting  second  hand  parts  for  every  machinery  you  own  
in your home, be it your TV, refrigerator or you  motor  bike.”  Another mentioned how 
“getting  wonderful  household   items,  clothes,  books  and  shoes  regularly  at   footpaths  
and side walks  has  always  been  good  buys.”  Such are the joys of living in a big city 
for many. 
These outsiders are also a driving source for many thriving businesses in the 
small localities and neighbourhoods. One long-term resident in his early thirties, 
running   a   “phone/mobile   shop”   offering personalized services like downloading 
songs and wallpapers mentioned  “you  have  to  be  creative  and  ingenious  to  survive  in  
Dhaka as anything can be converted to a payable job here even as simple as 
downloading songs to your  phone.”  This  entrepreneur  pointed  out  how  small  service  
shops like his actually flourish due to the presence of this large pool of unskilled and 
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low wage earning migrants that were their target customers. Besides that, informal 
economy thrives in the city due to these unskilled migrants who come to the city to 
earn some extra money. It is this flow of people that serve the city on daily basis too. 
Since labour is cheap due to the large and ever increasing stock of migrant work 
force, affluent dwellers can get served for any daily services. One long-term resident 
put it thus:  “you know you will be given the best of services in Dhaka for anything 
and everything if you have money. Life is made easy and comfortable.” 
So, people across social types, despite complaining about the physicality of 
the overwhelming crowd actually make the best out of it and the conveniences of the 
city have become not only a part and parcel of their experience of living in the city, 
but a strong constituent of the cognitive image of the city.  
6.2. An Unplanned City 
The unplannedness of Dhaka was the most recurrent element in the image of the city 
across social types. Given that this is also one of the most circulated images of Dhaka 
across   media   and   expert   opinions,   “unplanned   city”   like   the   antiquity   of   Dhaka   is  
another naturalized descriptive term for Dhaka. A majority of the informants have 
referred to the city as unplanned both substantially and cursorily, sometimes without 
much personal experience though. 73 
Dhaka, many urban scholars claim is not a typical planned city as people 
were already living in the city before it could be planned according to their needs. 
Both  Nilufar  (1997)  and  Bertuzzo’s  (2008)  work  clearly  demonstrate,  how  despite  the  
sporadic and fragmented urban planning effort, Dhaka essentially remains a 
spontaneous city, both morphologically and mentally. Such spontaneous growth 
engineered by the common people, however, was what was termed as unplanned city 
by the informants in general and it was more a negative attribute than positive in the                                                              73 To be specific, 72% of the informants – including 10 long-term residents, 7 original locals, 9 migrants – catered to this image of the city. 
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common  understanding.  So,  here   in  Dhaka  we  are  at  de  Certeau’s  street   level  where  
the ordinary citizens shape and change the city quite literally. There is a lot of critique 
in academia of the concept city for being panoramic and detached from reality but 
when it comes to Dhaka the lived city down below with too much attachment of the 
people was not very inviting either. 
There are uncountable nooks and crannies around the city where the violation 
of building codes   are  rampant   and   the  people’s   city  holds   sway.  The  most   common  
are the unauthorized construction (mostly additions on existing structures) and 
informal development that come across in the words of a Dhakaiya thus:  
I have only consulted an architect for getting an approval from RAJUK (The 
planning and development control authority of Dhaka). I did not consult or 
involve the architect further during the construction of the house, which had 
considerable additions and changes to the approved design. 
 
A long-term resident cited a friend who had not consulted any professional architect 
for his two-storied   private   building   during   the   construction:   “The   construction   was  
done solely under the guidance and supervision of a raj mistri (a self taught and 
skilled master  mason  who  in  many  cases  is  the  construction  supervisor),  instead,”  he  
affirmed. There are too many private two-three storied buildings that have done so 
with varied degrees of autonomy. Many erect buildings without adhering to the 
building construction codes and laws and also get away with it due to a lack of a 
stringent city authority. The most common practice is having an approved plan, 
designed  by  an  architect  and  then  make  changes  as  per  one’s  needs.  The  violations  of  
approved plans is a menace in Dhaka right now of which the most common type is 
unapproved addition of floors and change in usage pattern beyond what was 
originally planned or approved that on many occasions prove fatal for public lives.  
In addition, owners of buildings remain thoroughly engaged with the way 
they plan their houses, with direct interventions of varied sorts and degrees. The 
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planner when it comes to housing in Dhaka, does not enjoy the god like status as it is 
deemed in western imagination. S/he is constantly intercepted by public choices, 
ideas and ways of negotiating the city quite literally. Just like the city itself, the 
private housing to a large extent is unplanned too. Even for the planned one public 
intervention is a common case. One long-term resident attested that she changed the 
position of the kitchen and bathroom according to her choice and priority, in which 
case the developer had to divert the gas line and made extension of water line for her 
apartment. When discussed with the professionals, it became clear that such arbitrary 
demands are very common on the part of the customers. The designers and architects 
often try to accommodate their demands as long as they are reasonable and safe to do. 
But sometimes these interventions come after the planning and during the 
construction process, and it has often happened that the architects were not even 
notified of these changes.  
These random, unplanned, upwardly moving growth of buildings are 
constantly  putting  people’s  lives  at  risk.  Headlines  of  collapsing  or  about to collapse, 
dangerously tilting buildings are very common in Dhaka. The residents of Dhaka, 
including the informants were well aware of the risk factors in the urban environment. 
Some leading developing companies have supported this saying that previously 
people would not ask so many questions about the kind of building materials used or 
be keen on knowing if there was any violation of any building codes or rules as it is 
now. The customers according to these private developing agencies are more 
conscious of the construction process than ever before.  
Unplanned growth is commonly considered as a social ill as well. Informal 
growth is rampant due to the pressure put on the scarce housing resources by the 
influx of people into the city. Some people do capitalize on the inadequate housing 
sector by building sub-standard shelters for these poor migrants without adhering to 
any major building and construction codes. While they do not leave an inch of space 
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in the designated plot unutilised, space for roads and minimum gaps in between 
buildings are far cry from the ideal. One migrant informant, living in a lower cost 
area  pointed   out:   “The   newest   thing   in  my   neighbourhood   is   the   two   storied   slums  
that  means  a  two  storied  semi  concrete  building  with  a  tin  roof.  I’m planning to move 
to  one  next  month.”  The  financially  disadvantaged  migrants  who  cannot  afford  to  rent  
a proper flat in the city and keep floating from place to place in search of cheaper 
options, find them convenient if not anything else. They do not care if the building 
codes are violated, and if there is no proper foundation beneath or if the utility 
connections are illegal. A couple of such two-storied slums that house more people 
than the entire neighbourhood put together, become socially very unwelcome to the 
residents in general. Since these informal settings can only provide the bare minimum 
space to its dwellers, very often the daily activities of these households are spilled 
over to the nearby roads bringing the private into public and creating not only an eye 
sore in the neigbourhood but difficulties in mobility and social activities as well. A 
long-term resident endorsed this view thus:  
The absent land owner by my house has built a two storied slum grazing my 
three storied building recently. During powercuts, most of the dwellers of that 
building get out in the street with their patis 74  folded out, chatting and 
blocking the way making it impossible for any of us who live down the road 
to move with or without vehicle. Often they get irritated and even call names 
when we ask them to move out of the street. 
The general air of unplannedness thus imbibes a sense of both physical and 
social hazards, which coupled with the fear of the resultant risks makes a planned city 
so desirable in Dhaka. In fact, the planned city with their utopic promises is the most 
aspirational   city   of   all.  As   any   random   selection   of   the   land   and   house   developers’  
brochures  will  attest,  every  new  housing  project  apparently  offers  the  buzzwords,  “the  
planned city.” It is the awareness of the general lacking that people are keen on 
ensuring  that  it  is  a  controlled  yet  a  “fit  all  environment.” Moreover,  the  developers’  
brochures are heavy with planning jargons, which make them credible and sellable. It                                                              74 Floor mats  
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is in this context that the utopic concept city of urban planners is rather welcomed in 
Dhaka   and   the   people’s   city   rather   risky.   Having   said   that,   Dhaka   still   remains   a  
people’s   city   literally,   where   ordinary   people   take   to   their   hands   major   planning  
initiatives like the ones referred to above earning the bad name unplanned Dhaka. The 
rampant land grabbing only adds to this overall impression of unplanned and 
spontaneous developments. 
6.3. An Unsafe City 
Connected to the unplanned city, the next most important image that Dhaka incites is 
that of insecurity and risk. Almost all the informants across social types unanimously 
subscribed to this image of Dhaka as an unsafe city, a city where one is constantly at 
risk. It is important to note that not a single resident thought otherwise. Generally, the 
risk was perceived on two levels – environmental risk and social risk.  
Dhaka was often cited as an infamous breeding ground for all sorts of 
environmental pollutions that yielded many health risks. It is a common saying that 
once you have breathed  in  Dhaka’s  air,  eaten  Dhaka’s  food  your  system  gets  immune  
to anything else. It is in relation to such thoughts that generally a returning migrant 
from abroad (especially from developed countries) is expected to be healthier and 
look fresher (i.e. to gain weight in most cases), as s/he is supposed to be on fresher 
and purer intakes, many informants from all social types affirmed. 
Socially too, Dhaka exudes risks all the time. It will suffice to say that living 
in Dhaka for many has become living a life of perpetual apprehension of some 
unforeseen evil – one’s   property   is   always   at   risk   of   being   grabbed,   one’s   life  
endangered on the road due to the commonly perceived reckless and aggressive 
driving behaviour or urban crimes of varied nature. The city keeps churning out 
conjectures  of   risks  of   all   sorts   all   the   time,  which  determine  people’s  behaviour   in  
the  city.  A  majority  of  the   informants  pointed  out  how  “it  is  customary  to  call  home  
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when [they] reach [their] destination, especially when it involves travelling alone or 
being   late.”   This  was  more   prevalent   in   young   residents   from   all   social   types.   The  
young residents from both gender groups affirmed being advised   against   “taking   a  
CNG (a three-wheeler run by compressed natural gas, hence CNG) or a cab after dark 
and alone for the perceived dangers of being mugged,” an experience that was 
frequently associated with these vehicles. A long-term resident shared misgivings of a 
different   nature:   “My   parental   house   is   in   ruinous   condition   and   needs   renovation.  
Yet,  I  can’t  leave  my  house  unoccupied  and live elsewhere even for the time being, in 
fear   that   I  may   lose   control   over  my   property.”   In   a  nutshell,   for  most   residents   of  
Dhaka irrespective of social types, some dreadful interventions in their daily lives 
were hardly surprising if not expected. 
A majority of the informants (67%)75 had first hand experience of being 
mugged, fell victim to road accidents, dupes and frauds at least once in their life time 
in Dhaka and all had secondary references to cite – relatives, friends, acquaintances 
falling prey to such urban crimes and ill fated accidents. Those who did not have 
many personal experiences of crime, violence, and accidents in the city referred to the 
daily newspapers as a source of information. In fact, there is a common saying that 
“now  a  days  reading  a  newspaper  means  reading  news  of  mishaps  and  accidents.”  A  
general feeling towards reading newspaper was that it was overall a depressing 
experience as it meant reading about mostly accidents, crime and violence. And many 
especially the young residents said they did not read newspaper as it made them 
pessimistic about what was happening around them. 
Most  of  the  informants  reiterated  Dhaka’s  being  unsafe  as  their  reason  for  not  
wanting to live in the city if given a chance for the sake of their next generation. 
Those who could afford, would rather choose to send their children abroad for higher 
studies leading to long-term or permanent settlement there. Those who could not,                                                              75 That includes 9 long-term residents, 9 migrants, 6 Dhakaiyas. 
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came up with survival techniques like creating a protective bubble around them in an 
effort to minimize their exposure to the danger, chaos and disorder lurking around. 
All they needed was to preserve whatever good they could for their next generation 
by creating a safer zone, which can very well be translated into a car, an apartment 
and so on. Thus, in attempting to minimize exposure to perceived dangers outside, 
people are becoming less social and more introvert, which is also responsible for the 
lack of interaction between people. Thus, each resident learns to live and survive in 
the city, finding his/her own survival strategies, own comfort zones. 
This survival technique of getting into an insular existence in the name of 
comfort zone has a ripple effect in the larger society. It is this living in the comfort 
bubble that has made people more closed which comes across as nonchalance towards 
others and towards the city in general. A reason for the detachment and the resultant 
non-adherence to the civic rules can be attributed to this way of negotiating the city. 
A   majority   of   the   informants’   views   irrespective   of   the   social   types   echoes   the  
following assertion by a long-term  resident  “the  only  way  to  live  in  Dhaka  is  to  adapt,  
given   that   people   do   not   have   much   choices.”   The   adaptation   calls for a bubble 
enclosing oneself, minimizing exposures to adversities. For some, another way to 
negotiate  the  city  is  “to  be  selective,  to  avoid  confrontation  with  something  that  one’s  
ideology  does  not  support.”  Complaining   is  not  even  an  option.  “Learn  to avoid and 
not   to   see   things”   is   what  makes   Dhaka   liveable for some residents. All these are 
conscious choices, which add to the overall isolation and inaccessibility that in turn 
results in an absence of weak ties in the neighbourhood. But as one migrant informant 
pointed  out,  these  are  considered  as  “safety  measures”  against  encountering  a  slew  of  
dangers and fears that await and catch one off guard everyday in the city. This is a 
survival technique that this city that has not been able to quell the concerns of safety 
for its citizens, has necessitated. 
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6.4. A City of Unbridled Corruption 
Connected to the alarming safety issues of Dhaka is its corruption level. 
Many  have  mentioned  Dhaka’s  being  the  most  corrupted  city  for  three  years  in  a  row  
in  “some  international  corruption  index.”76 When reports like that hit the headlines or 
become the talk of the town they infiltrate the public imagination, and the rampant 
practice of bribery and corruption in every aspect of the society only makes the image 
stronger. Almost all the informants have wide range of experience of bribing in both 
public or private sector including but not limited to bribing line men (the field officers 
of   the   land   phone   authority   in   Dhaka,   who   often   visit   subscribers’   houses   to   fix  
connection problem), dalals (broker and middle man), traffic police, office attendants 
at any Government office to help get something done, to mid and higher level 
authority etc. A TIB survey reported on 3rd July, 2011 in The Daily Sun could be cited 
here as an example of the pervasive presence of dalals only in one public sector. The 
report reveals that to obtain plan permission from RAJUK, 53% of the clients engage 
dalals to avoid unnecessary delay, 22% to avoid harassment, 7% to avoid spending 
time running after it, 13% to avoid complex process of plan approval and 5% for 
others  reasons  (“RAJUK  corruption  makes  Dhaka  an  Unplanned  city”). 
Dhaka   is   perceived   as   a   corrupt   city,   “a   city   where   anything   goes”   as   a  
migrant professional caustically remarked. Professional honesty is a rarity here, as per 
the  informants.  This  perception  guides  people’s  behaviour  in  public  too.  For  example  
in case of motorized vehicles in Dhaka, most informants expected to get away with 
violation of traffic laws by under hand means. Violating traffic rules along with the 
clandestine bribing of traffic surgeons is the most common offense one sees in the 
streets of Dhaka. Many informants across social types attested that such 
consciousness actually created new avenues for further corruptions. For example, a                                                              76 Referring to the most discussed TIB (Transperancy International, Bangladesh) report that made a headline and incited a lot of concerns when first published. However, only 
two	  specifically	  mentioned	  TIB’s	  name. 
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mother  of  two  school  going  children  from  Old  Dhaka,  dependent  on  the  car  driver’s  
daily trip to school twice a day, lamented:  
Our driver when driving the family car on his own, especially when back 
home from office or school drop-off often uses this unreasonable bribing as 
an excuse to extort money from us. It is perfectly believable and we have no 
way but to pay the driver the money which he claims to have paid for bribing 
the police sergeant to get away with some allegations like wrong parking. 
 “If   you   have   money   You   can   get   anything   done   in   Dhaka”;;   “If   you   have  
enough  money  Dhaka  is  the  best  place  to  live”;;  “You  can  break  any  rules  and  still  get  
served”;;  “You  can  get  away  with  anything  if  you  have  money”,  “Breaking  rules  is  the  
norm here”   are   some   of   the   prevalent   images   that   substantiate   Dhaka’s   anarchic  
nature. Phrases like taka khawano (literally meaning feeding money, i.e. bribing), tel 
deya (literally meaning oiling or buttering, an euphemism for sycophancy), manage 
kora (fixing or finding a solution by underhand means), fit kora (fixing something 
through back door), bokhshish deya (giving tip )77 are common daily operative terms 
that every Dhaka dweller irrespective of social types was well aware of and used in 
their narration quite liberally. Thus an overall indiscipline and disfuntionality, or 
rather a culture of rule breaking engulfs the Dhaka of the mind.  
6.5. An Active City 
One of the converging points for these varied images of Dhaka was the perceived 
cultural vivacity of the city. This is also one of the most significant features of the 
city that was most appreciated and valued by the dwellers across social types. Dhaka 
being a homogenous city in terms of ethnicity78 Bengali culture is celebrated and 
                                                             77 In case of Dhaka giving tip is not limited to a thankful generous gesture to a service payer either being culturally induced	  or	  out	  of	  one’s	  own	  will	  but	  is	  something	  which	  is	  an euphemism used for extorting money upon which sometimes getting the service may depend. 78 No data were found regarding the percentage of ethnic population in Dhaka, but the homogeneity  can be assumed given Bangladesh as a country is dominated by 98% Bangalees . Only  2% other ethnic groups constitutes tribal groups and non Bangali muslims. Whereas a major number of non Bangalis are concentrated in specific enclaves in Dhaka the tribal groups are mostly located in the rural areas and the Hill Tracts of Chittagong. 
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maintained with lot of vigour and grandeur. The spontaneous and eager participation 
and engagement of ordinary people across class and creed in any such public events is 
a sight in itself. Festivals, be it the regular cultural ones like Bengali New Year, First 
day of Spring, Book fair or national ones like International Mother Language Day, 
Victory Day or grand events like World Cup, BPL (Cricket Tournaments known as 
Bangladesh Premeier League.) etc. have the greatest pull factor for the crowd. One of 
the common ways of expressing solidarity and adulation in Dhaka and across 
Bangladesh  is  to  bring  out  a  procession  in  one’s  own  locality,  something  that is likely 
to follow a match won by Bangladeshi team in the T20 Cricket World Cup, as well as 
sighting of the Eid-Ul-Fitr moon. However, processions and reclaiming the streets, 
which are not always peaceful, are also the most powerful language of regular protest 
in  the  country’s  political  history  till  now.  Therefore,  Dhaka  always  has  reasons  to  be  
loud, colourful and crowded all the time. These coming together of people is seen by 
many as one of the good things that Dhaka still retains and this is the most liked 
qualities of the city too. A total of 22 informants, which is 61% of the research 
population  found  Dhaka’s  cultural  vivacity  the  most  appealing,  endearing  and  unique  
quality. However, in terms of majority, this view was mostly held by the long-term 
residents (10) followed by the Dhakaiyas (7) and Migrants (5). 
There were also gripes against such show of festivity and zeal for spectacle 
without discretion. A few long-term  residents  considered  this  “readiness  to  look  for  a  
reason to celebrate anything   and   everything”   as   “shallow”   and   “lacking   any  
ideological   depth.”   To   this   group,   people   of  Dhaka   like   to   go   with   the   flow   to   the  
extent   of   losing   themselves   in   it.   While   a   few   cited,   garment   workers’   “taking   to  
street to settle scores with employers causing huge difficulties for ordinary people in 
general,” some  pointed  at  mob  beating  as  a  corollary  of  such  attitude:  “A  hijacker  or  
pickpocket being beaten to death by public is a recurrent event in Dhaka. The public 
needs slightest instigation to erupt into  such  violence.”  The  inane  hartal (strike) that 
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is  a  hallmark  of  the  country’s  politics  is  also  something  that  feeds  on  such  spectacle  
mongering public attitude, as one long-term resident affirmed. 
 Despite these reservations and apprehensions, the Dhaka of festivals and 
celebrations remains a sight and experience that most of the informants found to be a 
unique and positive feature of the city. Interestingly, on a different level, the look and 
feel   of   the   city   during   the   country’s   largest   religious   festival the two Eids, figures 
prominently in the aspirational Dhaka. A majority of the informants mentioned Dhaka 
of Eid time as their most favourite time in the city. They wanted a Dhaka as phaka (a 
Bangla word for empty) as during Eid holidays.79 The Eid time Dhaka provides a 
great respite from the daily hustle and bustle of the exploding city. During the Eid 
holidays, traffic congestion would be absent, public transport would be readily 
available, footpaths and streets of Dhaka would be walkable and the noise level 
would be much below the usual as one long-term resident aptly points out. Dhaka of 
Eid time thus actually provides a rare chance to live Dhaka in its most desirable state 
of being, as imagined by its dwellers. 
6.6. A Male City 
Despite the well-circulated media image of the march of women in the street going to 
work as if they rule the street, Dhaka was perceived as an essentially male city and its 
streets  and  public  spaces,  aggressively  male,  by  most  of  the  female  residents.  Dhaka’s  
streets, with their gaping manholes, broken or absent side-walks, makeshift bazaars 
and shops, piled up wastes are not pedestrian friendly by any measure, but it is 
particularly worse for women. Despite all the rhetoric of women empowerment and 
equal   rights,  Dhaka’s   public   space to a large extent exudes male chauvinism at its 
worst – another  factor  that  contributes  to  the  city’s  overall image of insecurity and the                                                              79 Most of the migrant population and a large section of the whole Dhaka population go out of the city to their respective rural homes to celebrate Eid with their immediate and extended families. Some use these long holidays to go on a vacation with family and 
friends	  outside	  the	  country	  too,	  leaving	  Dhaka	  “phaka”	  and	  in	  its	  most	  desirable state. 
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growing need for a protective comfort zone. Sharing her experience of walking in the 
streets of Dhaka one young migrant   expressed   her   disregard   for   Dhaka’s   streets,  
which encapsulates how they are misfit for women walkers:  
Dhaka’s  streets  are  not   fit   for  walking   in  general  and   it   is  worse  for  women  
due to the kind of harassments they have to face on a regular basis. Walking 
from the bus stop to my university which is only a few yards away, I have to 
give way to loudly honking bikers who would drive on the pavement to cut 
the heavy traffic, go past men peeing, men gawking at and literally scanning 
my body with their eyes. And yes, not to forget the apparently unassuming 
men who do not let go any chance to push and shove with an apparent 
nonchalance akin to a routine work, completely taking my silence and non 
reaction for granted as if I’m   their   solicited   partner   in   the crime. It is 
recurrent moments like these that I wish I had the privilege of a car at my 
disposal so that I could spare myself of the nuisance that being on the streets 
of Dhaka entails. 
In addition, a long-term resident, who uses public transport on a regular basis 
to commute to work, pointed out, how taxing it is for a woman to board a public bus. 
All public busses in Dhaka have reserved seats (generally 6 to 9 seats in the front side 
of the vehicle), an arrangement which in itself probably points at the expected male 
menace on the go. But this meager number of seats is not enough to accommodate the 
increasing number of female itinerants that use the service on a daily basis. Female 
passengers using the regular non-designated seats in the bus have become a common 
sight now, yet there are many public buses that show an aversion towards carrying 
female passengers considering them a jhamela (problem), many female informants 
complained.  
Other female itinerants with similar experiences affirmed that some perceived 
problems  were   that  women  passengers  were   considered  as   “less   agile   as   they  move  
slowly”,  “take  longer  to  board  and  alight  from  the  bus,”  nor  can  they  be  “dropped  off  
at  the  middle  of  the  road,  which  is  no  problem  for  a  male  passenger.”80 Despite such 
display of disdainful attitudes, women cannot but use public transport, where more                                                              80 Local buses in Dhaka hardly stop at designated bus stops. They stop arbitrarily in the middle of the road to drop off and pick up passengers, often blocking the way and causing trouble to other vehicles on the road. Such uncontrolled and arbitrary movement of the heavy vehicles has a fare share to contribute to the proverbial gridlocks of Dhaka. 
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harassment awaits them. In an overcrowded bus some common manifestations of 
male  voyeurism  are  “willingly  hunching  over  a  female  passenger  or  if  possible  even  
touching her body   in   the  pretext  of   the   overcrowding  and  motion  of   the   vehicle”,   a  
migrant female confirmed. Thus, the breaching of the last line of privacy in public is 
carried out in disguise of helpless necessity. And such strange gratification of male 
pleasure, which is already ingrained in the culture get naturalised as expected male 
behaviour in the public by the sheer power of repetition and institution of separate 
sphere for women. 
The following extract is from a young female   city   dweller’s   response   to   a  
2012 opinion piece by Kayes Ahmed, a non-resident Bangladeshi and a contributor at 
bdnews24.com.  Amin,  a  single  and  a  self  proclaimed  “self-reliant”   twenty  five  year  
old female, living in Dhaka for nine years at the time of publication of her response, 
eloquently described her experience of the perils of an independent woman trying to 
live  a   life   in   this  city.   In  response   to  Ahmed’s  caustic  remarks  against   the  so  called  
“memsahibs,”  the  privileged  women,  who  depend  on  escorts and cars for mobility in 
Dhaka, live a life in an over protective glass dome instead of reclaiming the streets for 
their   own   empowerment,   she   offered   the   woman’s   point   of   view.  Other   than   being  
mugged, harassed in the streets like any other girl, her experience brought to light the 
innate patriarchal structure and thought process that impede the regular life of women 
in the city, even those who earn sufficiently to support themselves:  
Whenever I decide against going out on my own with public transport, it is 
because finding transport, paying exorbitant fares and enduring sweltering 
and   deafening   traffic   doesn’t   seem   worth   the   pleasure   the   final   destination  
offers. If I do end up going out, I decide against returning back home late at 
night because it is unsafe, and your best case scenario is that only the police 
harass you and question why you are out late. On multiple occasions in a 
CNG, I have been stopped and asked at police check points: Where am I 
from? What do my parents do? Are they aware that I am out late? Where do I 
162 
live? Who else do I live with? Where is my village home? Am I a student? 
What is the reason for my being out so late? (Amin, 2012)81 
Referring   to   the  prospects  of  what  she  calls   the  “foolish  heroism”  of  reclaiming   the  
street as suggested by Ahmed, she ended by saying: 
I face my fears on the streets of Dhaka every day. I try to make the best 
judgment for my safety and health. I work hard for my independence in this 
frightening and unsafe metropolis. I do not think you have any right to 
suggest that I should go traipsing around and be ready to die at any moment. 
“Memsahib”   or   not,   no   one   should   be   thrown   out   onto   these   streets   late   at  
night.   It’s  very  well   to  write  movingly  about   the  principle  behind   it.  But  I’d  
rather stay unmugged, unraped, unmurdered. . . (Ibid).  
A 31 year old female migrant, who have been living in the city for three years 
working as house maid in multiple places, expressed the same fear and perils of being 
out in the city: 
I work in three houses in the same day. I cannot afford to travel by rickshaw. 
My journeys from home to my workplaces involve one bus ride and a lot of 
walking. I used to get angry whenever I was pushed and groped by men who 
would pretend to be completely unaware of the act, but I have become used 
to this over the years. Now, I get out of  home  expecting  such  assault.  I’m  not  
a very pious muslim woman and hardly find time to say my prayers, but I 
cover myself with a burka as a way to protect myself on the road. I take it off 
when I’m  in  familiar  neighbourhoods  or  inside  my  employer’s  house.  I  wear  
it to save myself from the troubles on the road. The assaults have not stopped 
altogether but I feel less of those unwanted hands on my body.  
 Thus, these experiences belied the often-disseminated image of women taking over 
the street by the grand procession of garment workers. Presence of female pedestrians 
on the streets either for daily commuting or for protest against the sub standard 
working conditions hardly made the city just and safe for women. It only gives 
selective and half-truth about the city, which is yet quite deficient in becoming simply 
women friendly, let alone safe. 
6.7.  Dhaka’s  Experiential Icons 
A very common way of thinking about the city is through icons and symbols. 
In any official city discourse some objects, events or experiences are thus prioritized                                                              81 The	  original	  article	  “Memsahibs	  of	  Dhaka”	  and	  the	  response	  quoted	  above	  were	  published in bdnews24.com. Both can be found at http://opinion.bdnews24.com/2012/08/28/memsahibs-of-dhaka-2012/  (6/03/2013) 
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as iconic of that city, but the city of the mind can never be limited to these designated 
icons. Hence, along side the official, there exist parallel personal symbols and icons 
that do not necessarily correspond to or are not adequately contained in the dominant 
city discourse. 
The present day city can thus no longer be held in the iconic images of 
muslin and mosques that are still prevalent in the official representations of the city. 
In  the  dweller’s  mind,  they  have  long  been  over  written  by  more  topical  associations,  
closely connected with characteristic living experiences, common social features and 
also sense perceptions on a very basic level – all of which have failed to get adequate 
representation in the official city. During the narratives, more than any particular 
landmarks (National Assembly building, Shahid Minar for example) the city was 
related to traffic congestion, crowd, rickshaws, load shedding and hartal (strike) as 
iconic living experiences of the city.  
Significantly, even the objects or experiences people related to were not 
iconic  in  themselves;;  it  was  a  constellation  of  one’s  personal  associations,  reinforced  
with habitual repetition and discursive practices that made them iconic. For example, 
traffic jam is not unique to Dhaka, but it came out as one of the most defining and 
characteristic experience of the city in most of the narratives of the respondents. The 
perils, frenzy and even nuisance involving traffic jam have become so much a part of 
daily   life   in  Dhaka   that  as  one   informant  said  “the  sight  of  an  empty  road  without  a  
traffic trail almost unnerves me. I jump to my feet thinking something unusual must 
have happened to keep people away from the road. I instantly get alert about my 
safety.”   Traffic   congestion   has   been   related   on   a   personal   level   to   stress   in   travel  
(42%)82, the time lost (45%), the missed opportunity (20%), the precautions one has 
to take and the restraints one has to put on   one’s   own   self   as   a   corollary   to   the  
                                                             82 The percentage includes dwellers from all social types. Sometimes residents had more than one strong association like stress in travel and time lost during traffic jam. Keeping the overlapping presence of informants in mind, the percentage is done based on the variety of responses to traffic gridlocks and their recurrence by the informants. 
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restrictions on mobility (44%) as well as to the whole gamut of transport menace 
(22%). It was due to these powerful associations traffic jam triggered that made it an 
emblematic living experience of the city. A young student from the long-term 
residents’   group   most   eloquently   vented   her   plight   that   encapsulated   most   of   the  
above:  
Everyday I make it a point to get out of the university before five in the 
evening,   in   no   less   urgency   than   Cinderella’s   desperate   run   to get home 
before mid night! I do this just to avoid the rush. Yet, I have to wait at least 
40 minutes to an hour if not more to get a CNG or a cab in the road in front of 
my university, with an increasingly longer line of immobile vehicles, from 
inside of which I could feel the complacent and pitiful83 looks upon me. I 
dread this period that I have to stand by the road side, waving desperately at a 
CNG only to be refused by a nonchalant nod by the driver. Sometimes a 
CNG will stop only to thwart me saying there is heavy traffic on the route to 
my home. Well, where is it not? The sense of failure of not being able to get a 
vehicle to get home becomes almost personal as one by one all my fellow 
warriors hop on to one vehicle or the other, and I think I almost see an evil 
grin of success in their achievement for beating me to it. Sometimes I would 
pay an exorbitant fare only to escape from this painful experience. Every day 
I’m  made  to  feel  a  failure  for  no  fault  of  my  own  and  I  hate  to  be  in  the  same  
circus everyday.  
This is just one instance how an apparently generic urban experience (here traffic 
congestion) triggered a series of personal symbols and associations strong enough to 
shape   the   imagination  of   the   city,  which   in   turn  determines   dwellers’   actions   in   the 
city. 
Some mentioned the manipulative taxi and CNG drivers who exploit traffic 
gridlocks to earn extra money. A Dhakaiya entrepreneur pointed out how despite 
having regulations like running on meters, and both drivers and vehicles being 
homogenized by colour codes84, visible signs of their being accountable to some 
authority, the truth was completely anarchic. The meter installed in the taxi or CNG is 
a show of control by the authority but in reality none of the taxis go on a metered 
fare, as another informant affirmed. Even worse, they charge excessively and 
unreasonably high very often in the pretext of the extra time that is consumed by the                                                              83 Originally used by the informant. 84 CNGs are green whereas taxis come in two colours, the non AC ones are blue an small and AC ones are yellow and of standard size. 
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prolonged congestions on the road and people can not but fall prey to such arbitrary 
demands due to time constraint and helplessness on their part. To these itinerants this 
urban phenomenon was not only counter productive but highly expensive too. 
Given these associations, it is only natural that traffic jam scored the highest 
as the most disliked quality of Dhaka by a significant portion of the informants from 
all social types and age groups too (56%).85 Traffic jam is not unique to Dhaka, but 
was considered iconic as it came out as one of the most defining experience of the 
city in most of the narratives of the respondents. It is also one of the strongest 
repellent for any one living in the city. In most cases it triggered a negative feelings 
towards the city, which almost veered towards near rejection of the city. Hence, it 
comes   as  no   surprise   that  people’s   aspirational   city was marked by its absence and 
had ample open and free space as well as neat road networks to avoid congestions. 
Dhaka  visually   remains   a   city  of   excess   in   terms  of   its   people   too.  Dhaka’s  
crowd in the street constitutes a strong image of the city. Even the migrants, who are 
largely   considered   responsible   for   Dhaka’s   exploding   image   by   both   the   long-term 
residents   and   original   locals,   found   Dhaka’s   crowd   overwhelming.   Many   asserted  
their first impression of Dhaka as frightening as in the word of a newly arrived young 
migrant:   “I  had  never   seen   so  many  people   at   one  place  before.   It  was   scary.”  The  
teeming streets of the metropolis incurred the second most disapproval from its 
informants and remained a regular cause for aversion for many.86 No wonder that 
most of their aspirational city was a phaka Dhaka meaning an empty Dhaka similar to 
the  city  one  experiences  during  Eid  vacations,  “where  there  is  less  people,  less  traffic  
on  the  road,  where  one  can  walk  on  the  footpath  without  being  pushed  or  shoved”  as  
one long-term resident put.  
                                                             85 That includes 6 migrants, 5 original locals and 9 long term residents, in total 20 informants out of 36.  86 42% informants found the overcrowded city very repulsive. This includes 4 migrants, 4 original locals, and 7 long-term residents and a total of 15 informants out of 36.  
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What is important to note in this discussion is that these images make strong 
and long lasting impression on the dweller as s/he actively takes part in the meaning 
making process. They are also important on account of their ability to make visible 
the perception of the city as an on-going dialectic between the dweller and the urban 
space, and most importantly as a living entity. This is in contrast to the concrete and 
isolated official city images, which invested with official meaning and history remain 
distant. 
6.8. A City that Sniffs, Nudges and Makes Noise Too! 
When on the one hand Dhaka is submerged with many forms of urban problems all 
resulting  from  some  sort  of  scarcity  in  resources,  the  city’s  sensorium  is  marked  by  a  
glaring superfluity. Dhaka is a proliferous city when considered with regard to its 
sensory experiences – be it visual, tactile, auditory or olfactory. A section of 
informants mentioned a variety of characteristic sounds of Dhaka as an integral part 
of their experiences of the city (31%)87. A myriad of sounds featured in and often 
shaped  the  contours  of  residents’  cognitive  image  of  the  city  in  a  formidable  way.  For  
example,   Dhaka   recurrently   figured   as   a   “loud”   and   “cacophonous”   city   in   some  
informants’   descriptions. If for Pamuk (2003), the "vvvvoooooot" - sirens of the 
boats,  the  "chck"  from  the  chimney,  waves  of  the  Bosphorus  hitting  the  quays”  were  
the major constituents of the texture of Istanbul, 88  some of the most common 
elements   in   Dhaka’s   texture   were   to   be   found   in   Dhaka’s soundscape too. For 
example, the loud honking in the road, azans (call for prayers), the tinkling bell of the 
rickshaw, the cry of vegetable, fish and chicken sellers, the whistle of the garbage 
van, the jingling of the locksmith, and the rhythmic cry of the chanacur wala,89 were 
                                                             87 This refers to 5 long-term residents, 4 migrants, 2 original locals. 88 By which he meant an intricate mixture of material and immaterial associations of the city, which together shapes the way people think about the city 89 A street vendor selling a spicy crunchy snack called chanachur usually calling out in a 
rhythmic	  and	  reverberating	  voice	  “Chanachurrrrr”	  to	  announce	  his	  arrival	  in	  the	  area.	  Sometime a chanachurwala is also seen dressed in a red attire of a clown and carrying a horn, the blow of which accompanies the characteristic cry.  
167 
referred to repeatedly by the informants as most characteristic of Dhaka. These 
sounds are what made Dhaka agile, vivacious and throb with life for many. Some 
informants from across social groups mentioned to have missed the clamorous 
honking in the streets of Dhaka when they happened to travel out of the city. Other 
than   the   above,   a   few   informants   also  mentioned   the   “loudspeaker  menace”   during  
different occasions, both cultural and religious, the latter of which was more area 
specific. For example, a long-term resident from Indira Road shared how the 
amplified weekly waz mahfil (A religious gathering of Muslim where a pir or a 
religious leader sermonises on religious and moral issues persuasively) during 
Thursdays and the zikr (Chanting or remembering the name of Allah in a trans like 
state) and khutba (Religious address to an assembled group of Muslims especially 
during Friday Jummah prayer or during other congregations) during religious 
congregations like orosh (Congregation of Muslims to attend religious talks and waz) 
were part of her Dhaka soundscape. Another area specific sound mentioned by 
informants included the droning of machines from garment factories in mixed area 
neighbourhoods such as Mirpur, where residential and commercial land use coexists. 
Other than these auditory senses, very often the image of Dhaka is found to 
be dominated by an olfactory geography so much so that some people regarded 
Dhaka as beset by olfactory hazards. A migrant narrated  how  his  visit  to  his  uncle’s  
place at Jatrabari incited a distinctive smellscape than a physical space. 90  Some 
mentioned odorous journeys by over crowded public transports as an inseparable part 
of their everyday Dhaka. Other than that, a variety of area specific smells was 
referred  to  during  the  informants’  narratives.  A  long-term resident living in Pirer Bag 
along the West of Mirpur Road mentioned, how the stench from the spilling over 
roadside dustbins has become a regular feel of the neighbourhood for her. But there 
were pleasant smell-associations too. A migrant living adjacent to a fruit market                                                              90 Jatrabari	  at	  the	  eastern	  side	  of	  Dhaka	  with	  the	  city	  corporation’s	  designated	  area	  for	  garbage disposal adjacent to residential and commercial areas has become a public 
menace	  due	  to	  its	  violation	  of	  people’s	  olfactory	  senses. 
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mentioned how he could tell the change of seasons from the smell of different fruits 
on display in the fruit market. For him, the intense smellscpae gave the 
neighbourhood a more prominent character than anything else. A Dhakaiya 
mentioned the aroma of food that gradually permeates the whole of Chawkbazar and 
its adjacent areas as the time for Iftra (Breaking of fast during the month of Ramadan) 
approaches, giving the place a unique character, often at the cost of the other sensory 
cues, such as the visual ones. 
The image of Dhaka also has a strong tactile feel to it, even though the 
informants conscious of this haptic geography was predominantly female. Many 
mentioned the regular pushing and shoving that simply being in a public place 
entailed. A young migrant student of Dhaka University mentioned how she always 
carried either a big bag or a file to clutch against her chest when she had to go to 
Neelkhet91 or Gausia Market92 in anticipation of the unwanted tactile encounter with 
passers by and the violation of her private space in public. For a Dhakaiya on the 
other hand a tactile encounter was a regular part of being in the open. The roads being 
very narrow and alleyes and lanes too congested in Old Dhaka, brushing against one 
another while walking or waiting at roadside for vehicle was considered as 
unavoidable. Moreover, one Dhakaiya resident pointed out how speaking loudly and 
displaying an agile body language is a typical and expected behaviour of a Dhakaiya 
in public. Touching, tapping or patting one another while talking was very common 
among male friends and such gestures were most of the time considered as signs of 
intimacy, affection etc. as one young Dhakaiya pointed out. However, one must note 
that this is not an uncommon culture for males in this country and is perceived 
outside Old Dhaka too. Participant observation on different localities also confirmed                                                              91 Adjacent to the Dhaka University and BUET campus, Nilkhet is a cramped and constricted market for second hand and used book especially English titles and textbooks. Students also frequent there for photocopy and printing services. 92 An old shopping place with its proverbial narrow and congested lanes, where it is impossible to walk without coming in contact with others, a fact that draws a lot of gropers.  
169 
such practice in public. One must be cautious against easy generalisation though. In a 
culture that frowns upon display of physical intimacy in public and where most of the 
public   spaces   and  public   transports  display  written  directives   against   “objectionable  
behaviour   in   public” 93  dismissing them as unpleasant, the limit between what is 
socially acceptable  and  unacceptable  determine  people’s  behaviour  and responses in 
public.  
These multi-sensorial urban experiences that emerged in the Dhaka of the 
mind aptly demonstrate how the cognizance of the city is never limited to the optical 
alone. It points at a rich treasure trove of cues for knowing the city more intimately, if 
one cares to look at them. However, this is an issue that cannot be addressed 
comprehensively within the limited scope of this research but, suffice will it to point 
that   the   soft   city  bears   evidence   that   to  give  primacy   to   the   “visual”   alone   in  urban  
analysis is   to   lose  out   on   the   “texture”   of   the   city   that   following  Pamuk   is   the  best  
way to give an image of the city.  
6.9.  A Synecdochical City 
Compared to those images circulated in the city of the book, these new city images 
are undoubtedly richer in texture but the city remains synechdochical nonetheless. As 
Calvino has demonstrated, the cognitive perception of the city more often than not is 
subjected to a complex system of personal symbols, signs and meaning making, 
which includes but is not limited to a set of personal choices, prerogatives, 
aspirations, inhibitions, making the city marked by substitutions on many levels. 
Similarly, Dhaka for the most part is identified with and substituted by a part of it, 
which varies from person to person. The substitutions generally happen under three 
broad factors – one’s  daily   routine,  personal   attachments   including  memory,  desire,  
fear and aspiration regarding the city and other affective properties like values, 
judgements, superstition, prejudices often endorsed by media representations.                                                               93 Which refers to physically intimate behaviours among members of opposite genders. 
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The most palpable substitution of Dhaka happens by the daily routes and 
habits of the informants. The city for most informants got substituted by the radius of 
their own familiar zone vis-à-vis home, place of work, place of recreation among all. 
What they meant by Dhaka in most cases remained a reflection of their respective 
familiar territory alone. A majority of the informants thought they lived in the most 
important part of the city and often made qualitative, moral and sweeping judgments 
about the other parts of the city unrelated to them either based on selective memory or 
media representation. For example, an original local thought old Dhaka as the centre 
of  Dhaka  and  the  most  convenient  part  of  Dhaka  to  live  as  “everything  was  near  by.”  
However,   what   he   meant   by   “everything”   only   denoted   his   own   daily   needs   and  
routines, which were based on and limited to Old Dhaka. Being so localised, his idea 
of new Dhaka was also very limited and mostly rested on conjectures formed by 
selective information from media and people that only supported his ideas. For him 
Old Dhaka was the most happening place in Dhaka too, quite oblivious of the other 
entertainment facilities and trends that the rest of the city offered. For a new Dhaka 
resident, on the  other  hand,  the  Old  Town  is  far  away,  “cramped  and  noisy”  and  not  
an ideal place to live at all. Most new Dhaka residents mentioned how inconvenient it 
was for movement due to its narrow lanes and alleys while many of them have never 
been to the older part of the city themselves.  
This is not unique to Old Dhaka and the Dhakaiyas alone. When describing 
Dhaka, almost all meant what they recollected from their daily route from home to 
office and vice versa. Everyone had their own centre of the city, not based on any 
cartographic  scale  or  guide  book  demonstration  but  one’s  own daily itinerary to and 
from one’s  regular  haunts.  The informants in the course of this research alluded to no 
less than a dozen centres of the city based on such perceptions. Actually, the centre of 
their own personal lives was transposed as the centre of the city in their mind. Just 
like   the   intimate   city,   informants’   relationship   with   the   “distant   city”   – which they 
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were not well connected with – was no less subjective, marked by strong value 
judgments based on personal affective propensities like choices, apprehension, 
prejudices etc. The distant city became another spatial other against which the 
informant’s   intimate   city   of   daily   routines   and   habits   were   positioned.   For   some 
informants (17%)94 living in Mogbazar, Shanti Nagar, Chankhar Pool, Wari etc., the 
comparatively newly developed residential areas to the north such as Uttara, despite 
having all facilities, and being the most desired place to live by many (28%), 95 
remained a put off for   what   was   perceived   as   its   “long   distance   from   the   centre.”  
Some   even   referred   to   Uttara   as   “a   village”   pointing   out   how   it   was   “far   from   the  
main  Dhaka,”   “far”  being   the  operational  word  here.  People   often   referred   to  many  
places according to a felt direction than a physical one and which depended on where 
they themselves were located and the mode of transport they used. Rickshaws being 
prohibited on the main thoroughfares of the city, a journey by rickshaw to almost 
anywhere now a days takes longer than before due to the winding and digressive 
routes it has to take through lanes, by lanes and alleys adjacent to the main roads to 
get to the desired destination. What people referred to as distance was in many cases 
the travelling time by rickshaw than the actual distance. People who travelled by 
rickshaws on a regular basis also considered residential areas easily reachable by 
rickshaws as more convenient than places adjacent to the VIP roads that by their very 
nature delimit the choice of vehicles. People also thought of places positively or 
negatively taking into account the most usual route to reach there, and the condition 
of the traffic on that route. A lighter traffic route was preferred than a heavy traffic 
route even if that meant moving away from  each  one’s  “imagined  centre”  a  bit. 
Dwellers were found to form favourable impressions about places with which 
they have pleasant memory attached, like that of childhood, marriage, friendship and 
the like. Even though a lot of residents complained about a dwindling feeling of                                                              94 That includes 2 long-term residents, 3 original locals and 1 migrant. 95 That includes 4 long-term residents, 3 original locals and 3 migrants. 
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neighbourliness, neighbourhood was found to be an operational tool in how the city 
of the mind operates. The neighbourhood in which one lived became the centre of 
one’s  activities  and  people  very  often  were  found  biased   towards  places with which 
they have personal associations. The longer one lived in a place the greater the 
attachment and this was more prevalent in the original locals who have spent all their 
lives in or around the same neighbourhood. They complained less about these places, 
saw   less   problems   and  maintained   an   “other”   to   validate   such   adjustments,   such   as  
lack of sympathy outside old Dhaka, the unfamiliarity of people, unsafe atmosphere 
in new Dhaka to name a few. 
Thus,  dwellers’ interaction with the city was quite similar to their interaction 
with their fellow human based on close and distant relations. It is from this 
perspective that migrants were found to be less emotionally attached with the city 
whereas both Dhakaiyas and the long-term residents were more emotionally 
connected. The latter two groups were also the ones who were more upset and 
frustrated with the way things have changed whereas the migrants in general were 
less complaining and bent on making the best out of everything. This was quite in 
contrast with the common notions about Dhaka dwellers being materialistic and less 
emotional and those living in the rural areas as the opposite. The aspirations and 
dreams regarding Dhaka also were more pronounced in the long-term residents for 
whom Dhaka was home. The imaginary of Dhaka was often substituted by the 
imaginary of the people who lived there. Those who considered Dhaka their home did 
so because most of their family and relatives lived in here, whereas the migrants 
could not think of Dhaka as their home as most of their family lived elsewhere. 
Residents thought about a place in terms of the associations it had for them 
and were also very protective about their immediate surroundings as container of 
precious memories. For example, a long-term resident, living in Shantinagar areas 
thought of Mirpur as the other side of Dhaka in terms of distance. To him Mirpur was 
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an abode of terrorists since he remembered reading a lot of negative reportage that 
area received in newspaper. One migrant who grew up in Mirpur but shifted to Old 
Dhaka with her in laws however said, it was only one or two areas  (She named the 
two areas related to one recent crime report), where these kind of things happened:  
Mirpur is a big place. Where I lived and grew up is a different world 
altogether. I have never even been to those problematic areas even if they are 
part   of  Mirpur.   I   don’t   even   know   how   they   look   like.  Ours   is   a   very   nice  
residential area and we have never faced any such thing in the neighbouhood. 
Thus, memories and subjective associations were found to be influential in balancing 
the increasing negativity about the present conditions of a place and helped naturalise 
the dystopic present. Quite similarly, some informants were found to be embellishing 
facts about a place where  they  went  to  school,  or  spent  their  childhood  as  being  “the  
most  beautiful  and  peaceful  neighbourhood  among  the  residential  areas  in  Dhaka”  or  
as  having  “the  best  beef  chaap in   town” 96 – claims that are subjective, relative and 
more imbued with love and attachment to a place than actual living conditions. In 
another  narrative  a  place  was  thought  to  be  more  “conveniently  located”  over  another  
because a close friend lived there where a developed area of Dhaka was dismissed as 
“inconvenient   to   live”   due   to   the   person’s   unfamiliarity   with   the   locality   that  
translated into his assumed distance from the imagined centre (similar to those 
notions   about   Uttara   as   being   village   like).   Bertuzzo’s   (2009)   assertions   on  
production of territoriality through identification or exclusion can be helpful in 
understanding these complexities inherent in residents’   choice   to   transform   their  
physical space by simplifying, generalizing, ignoring or even hiding undesirable 
aspects whereas beautifying others based on these subjective attachments.97  
                                                             96 Chaap is a spicy street food with beef or lamb meet. 97 Bertuzzo’s	  (2009)	  findings	  using	  mental	  maps	  have	  demonstrated	  how	  territoriality	  was produced as consequence of identification as well as exclusion by the informants. 
She	  showed	  how	  people’s	  understanding	  of	  the	  city	  is	  readily	  and	  heavily	  influenced	  by	  a lot of personal, social, cultural factors ranging from age, gender to modes of travel, types of traffic, official representation of a place and personal aspirations and desire, a list that 
the	  informants’	  narratives	  about	  the	  city	  in	  the	  present	  research	  supported well. 
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The most conspicuous sense of territoriality by identification was mostly 
displayed by the long-term residents who have been born into the city and have 
grown up here, while the production of territoriality by exclusion was predominantly 
displayed by the Dhakaiyas for whom Old Dhaka was the most important reference 
point in the urbanscape. An interesting exception was perceived amidst informants 
living in the higher end neighbourhoods of Gulshan and Banani, where residents were 
found to be increasingly getting localised in and around their familiar zones as a 
consequence of both a strongly felt identification with the neighbourhood as well as a 
self-induced exclusionary territorialisation, which were akin to the Dhakaiyas. A 
long-term resident   of   Gulshan   affirmed   this   by   saying   “apart   from   the   functional  
reasons like the area being well provisioned and better maintained, I also can not 
think of living anywhere else in Dhaka in fear of being a misfit as culturally Gulshan 
is very important to  my  urbanscape.”  Thus,  adding  to  Bertuzzo’s  list  of  socio-cultural 
factors, fear, apprehension, and uncertainty are also influential in making the 
emotional geography of the city quite synechdochical. 
Last but not the least, these affective properties were no less operational in 
the direct place making processes. For instance, a visually characterless lane where 
one used to play cricket as a child or a tattered tea stall where one used to spend time 
with friends respectively became more important in the cognitive image of a locality 
quite in disregard for the other clearly legible elements in the area as laid out in the 
conventional notion of legibility.  
Landmarks   and   physical   locations   of   Dhaka   did   feature   in   the   informant’s  
description and sometimes as iconic of a place but only with forged attachments – 
either personal or arbitrary – to that place. For example, Mirpur in the north of Dhaka 
meant the National Zoo for many informants in whose daily lives and general radius 
this place did not feature. For many, Mirpur incited a memoryscape with the zoo as 
the centre of that experience. It was interesting that some informants who hardly 
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visited this part of the city or those without having any childhood memory of the zoo 
also mentioned the zoo as iconic of Mirpur. Often time such perception was found to 
be  based  on  arbitrary  connections  than  natural  such  as  in  one  informant’s  case,  it  was  
the commonly sighted word   “Chiriakhana”   (Zoo)  written   in   big   and   bold   letters   on  
the back of every other bus coming from or going to that direction, which made him 
link Mirpur with the zoo. The location of both the Zoo and the Botanical Garden in 
Mirpur also made people think of the place as far away from the proper city just like 
the memory is nested far away in time. Such emotional and felt geography suffused 
the   image   of   the   city   to   a   great   extent.  Thus,   one’s   private   city   always   operates   on  
rationales, judgements and principles that could be relative and volatile to the extent 
of being counter factual and illogical sometimes, functional nonetheless. 
6.10. Afterword 
The images of Dhaka described above thus foreground the affective nature of 
imagination. They also underscore how imagination as a social practice instead of 
being unconnected to the so-called  “real”  world  is  directly rooted in immediate living 
experiences  of   the   city.  Lynch  (1960)  observed   that   there   is   no  “mystic  ‘instinct’  of  
way  finding”  and  identified  five  elements  that  people  use  as  cues  to  orient  themselves  
to  the  external  environment  (3).  Lynch’s  path  breaking study on perception of the city 
avowedly deals with the physical environment of the city and he starts by 
acknowledging  that  “there  is  more  than  the  eye  can  see,  more  than  the  ear  can  hear,  a  
setting or a view waiting to be explored. Nothing is experienced by itself, but always 
in relation to its surroundings, the sequence of events leading up to it, the memory of 
past   experiences   (1).  These   images  of  Dhaka   that   surface   the   informants’  narratives  
can be seen to have originated from that invisible yet all encompassing surroundings, 
that sequence of events, that memory of past experience that Lynch alluded to. Thus, 
the   informants’   soft   Dhaka   does   add   value   to   the   idea   of   imageability   that   Lynch  
propounded. An image of unsafe Dhaka may not have a specific form to locate in 
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material   space   but   this   cognitive   image   of   the   city   conditioned   by   the   dweller’s  
experience of the same has strong bearings on the way s/he acts in the city. Daily 
negotiation   of   the   city   such   as  where   to   buy   a   house,  where   to   send   one’s   child to 
school, which route to take for a journey at a time of the day (for example after dark), 
whether to visit a place or not and countless other decisions are made everyday based 
on such associations that cannot be predetermined. Locating oneself in the city and 
moving around using visual cues is merely one such act of operating in the city. There 
are million other ways the physical city is negotiated by its dwellers. The nine 
subsections above tapped onto some of them. 
Having said that, the city of the mind has also rendered the line between what 
we  know  as  “tangible”  and  “intangible”  pellucid.  The  physical  traffic  congestion  that  
one battles everyday becomes a stronger image when aided by the feelings and 
emotions it engenders like despair, fear, frustration etc. – associations that have no 
tangible presence themselves. Similarly, definite hard variables like numbers and 
square inches are understood as relative concepts of privacy, safety etc. to be 
negotiated on a daily basis.  One’s  social  integration  also  depends  to  a  large  extent  on  
these invisible yet ubiquitous immaterial properties. The narratives of the three social 
types clearly display their respective attachments to the city. Whereas the original 
locals and the long-term residents are more attached to the city as their home, the 
migrants are comparatively detached. In their daily negotiation of the city, the 
migrants were also found to be less complaining and more adaptable even though that 
may be because of a generic nonchalance towards the physical city, a nonchalance 
that is engendered by a lack of ownership and belongingness. In a Dhakaiya 
informant’s  words,   “It’s   very  unlikely   that  you  will   take   care  of   a   rented  house   the  
same way you do your own house, or with  the  same  passion  and  commitment.”  One’s  
sense of ownership and belongingness, thus are crucial in the way one negotiates the 
city.  The  original  locals  and  the  long  term  residents’  grudges  can  also  be  seen  in  the  
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light of a love/hate relationship that is inherent in any long-term association, be it 
with a person or a place.  
Surfing the intangible properties of Dhaka, one cannot but be overwhelmed at 
the negativity that engulfs the city of the mind. In fact, of all the attributes including 
likes and dislikes and the characteristic features of Dhaka 68% was negative while 
32% was positive. The overwhelming negativity that surrounds the city of the mind 
was to a large extent conditioned and endorsed by the official city discourse that 
worked as a constant reference point for the residents. Looking at their most common 
source of information outside their own experiences, it can be inferred how 
newspaper, digital media as well as countless other representations of the city that 
people are not even consciously aware of have become part of their mindscape, and 
how they play a formidable role in strengthening these images.  
 Another important insight that these city images lend is that the city is 
subjected to the mysterious ways our mind operates. Why the mind chooses to 
remember Dhaka University campus, Shahid Minar and not the Parliament building 
despite  its  high  imageability  in  Lynch’s  terms  is  a  critical  issue  that  is  conditioned  by  
the socio-cultural contexts of the city and goes beyond a direct relationship between 
the concept and its execution. The national Assembly building is an isolated built 
form. The garden annexed to the structure was once open to the public but that too 
has been closed for public use. In Dhaka where most of the public buildings and 
memorials with a bit of open spaces are utilized as hang out places by the public, 
Louis   Kahn’s   wondrous   behemoth   stands   as   one   alien   structure   from   which   public  
participation is gradually being forced out.  
These strong images also demonstrate how the experience of the urban is 
essentially multi-sensual that belies the hegemony of the visual, which dominates the 
city discourses in general. The rich sensorium that the city of the mind uncovered 
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further points out the limitation of an urban analysis, which is contingent on the 
visual alone – it will always remain partial and exclusionary, to say the least. 
Moreover, as the images themselves are concocted out of the texture of the city, they 
are never stagnant and are always transforming and adapting according to the 
changing experiences of the city, hence more inclusive and reflective of what it is like 
to live in the city. Here in lies the greatest methodological implication of studying the 
city of the mind as an analytical tool for Urban Design. It can be deployed to gain 
insights into the concealed, formless yet equally real properties of the city that are no 
less responsible for how a city is felt, understood and negotiated.  
Lastly, these images bring to fore acts of selection, erasures, extractions, 
evasions, extensions etc. on the part of the dweller that first and foremost emphasises 
the active participation of city dwellers in forming the urban experience for 
themselves from what is given.  Also, they point at a constant blurring of line 
between the perceptual and the imaginary.  
In sum, described above are the most prominent images that more or less 
suffuse  the  present  day  Dhaka  in  the  dweller’s  mind.  The  effort  was  to  be  inclusive  of  
as many sensibilities as shared by the informants into these nine typologies, with the 
awareness that there could hardly be an exhaustive list that could possibly and 
sufficiently bind imagination. There will always be newer images, newer sensibilities 
as the lived city is never stagnant and continues to generate newer positions for 
residents to reconstruct their relationship with their habitat. It is in such regular tasks 
of conceptualisation, meaning making and deduction based on personal experiences, 
emotions, judgements, prejudices etc. related to living in the city, that imagination is 





The Imaginary Dhaka: The City of the Mind 
Having explored the internal dynamics of the lived city and imagination, 
especially the impetus it gives to quotidian imaginative practices as organising 
principles, I shall now focus on the imaginary Dhaka – the city of imagination, which 
is   a   telling   and   rich   concoction   of   one’s   cognition,   memory,   aspirations,   dreams,  
wants, needs, lived and unlived experiences of the city all at once. It is not a separate 
entity  carefully  shelved  in  some  corner  of  one’s  mind  to  recall  at  one’s  convenience.  
My prolonged conversations with the informants revealed the imaginary Dhaka is a 
ubiquitous presence and instead of dwellers having it, it has them, many a time 
without their own knowledge of it. It is a mode of understanding the city that takes in 
both the pronounced and the latent properties of the city in proportions that are 
beyond any expectations or prescriptions. Therefore, it will also be incorrect to think 
of the imaginary cities described below as an anti thesis to the hard city. They are not. 
I juxtapose them only to point out the inanity inherent in the numerous easy equations 
that permeate our understanding and discussions of the city and the urban in general. 
One instance of such inane equation is the real city being visible, hard, planned and 
orderly. Therefore, the other cities presented in the next section will help deconstruct 
some of the long cherished and preconceived notions of the city, an exercise, which is 
necessary to pave the way for newer and perhaps more comprehensive ways of 
understanding the same. 
What follows is a survey of the most common imaginaries of Dhaka that are 
in circulation among ordinary city dwellers. These are the other, invisible cities with 
which I shall attempt a more inclusive and nuanced grasp of the Dhaka that meets our 
eyes – an whirlpool of confusion, chaos and disorder.  
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7.1. The Other City: A City of Difference 
An   archetypal   “other”   city   conditions   and   engulfs   the Dhaka of the mind. The 
conditioning happens on two basic levels – temporal and spatial. These interminable 
temporal and spatial shifts back and forth determine how one defines and negotiates 
the city.  On both levels, the basic navigational tools deployed are difference and 
absence that include but are not limited to everything Dhaka is not, lacks and aspires 
to be. I shall begin with he temporal other, which I call the remembered city. 
7.1.1.The Temporal Other: The Remembered City 
 The present Dhaka is constantly in dialectic with the past or the remembered 
city, the nature of which may vary from the city of antiquity or the more recent 
national  history  of  independence  to  one’s  personal  childhood  days.  In  whatever  form,  
the past of Dhaka, has never been a matter of past for its residents but seamlessly 
pervades   the   imagination   of   the   city   in   present   time.   “Janen,   age   kintoo   erokom  
chilona!”   (“You   know,   it   was   never   like   this   before”)   was   a   common   interjection  
sprinkled sparsely through  out  the  informants’  narratives  in  many  instances.  This  past  
in  the  informants’  case  sometimes  referred  to  a  more  distant  past  (even  going  back  to  
the   pre   independence   to   the  Mughal   period,   when   “rice   was   sold   at   8  mounds   per  
rupee”),   or   a   recent   past   of the liberation war time (when the Bangladeshis across 
class, caste and creed were united against the Pakistani military leading to the birth of 
Bangladesh forty two years back). The past is so much a part of the social 
understanding of the city that many felt almost obligated to refer to it in any 
discussion of the city, almost blurring the line between the past and the present. In 
one way or the other, the present Dhaka is constantly being pitted against what it was 
and is not any more, i.e. absences. However, this juxtaposition was not necessarily 
based on first hand experiences, as many who would indulge in the musings were 
younger or in their early 40s and had only known Dhaka after the liberation war. In 
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fact, only a small number of the informants  (36.11% to be precise) have had first 
hand experience of Dhaka before the independence. Except for these few, most of 
these adulations for a greater past were handed down culturally by generation, 
especially in the form of oral stories and media infiltration, which significantly 
conditioned  informants’  way  of  seeing  things,  as  they  later  affirmed.   
As stated above, references to the by gone days were not necessarily limited 
to the national past. Residents would compare the present Dhaka with the city of their 
own childhood days without any promptings from the interviewer. Informants were 
more   open,   relaxed   and   often   time   voluble   when   they   engaged  with   “Dhaka   then.”  
These narrations exuded a degree of ease and comfort that are normally associated 
with treading a known territory or encountering a familiar face, whereas a sense of 
uncertainty   and   unease   engulfed   the   narrations   of   “Dhaka   now”   as   customary   of  
“difficult   times.”   In   the   self-induced comparison with the past Dhaka, the present 
Dhaka got unanimously identified more with the problems and perils than positive 
experiences, such as in the following instance where a long-term resident talked about 
his life in Dhaka city at present:  
My consciousness about the present is related to my consciousness about the 
past. If in my childhood and young adulthood I tried to relate with notions 
like carefreeness, freedom, lack of anxiousness etc. now . . . it is more about 
repressing many aspects which I cannot do even if I have desire for that, 
because they are associated with expected surprise, danger and things like 
that. So, living in Dhaka for me is a state of suppressed consciousness, 
existence, activities etc. That innocence and those uncalculated movements 
are just gone. 
In many instances, the unease manifested itself in informants trying to get over the 
discussion on the present quickly with desultory and often sweeping comments, such 
as:   “What   to   say   about   the   present   Dhaka?   Everything   is   crumbling.”   Another  
informant   vented   his   frustration   as   “We   have   lost   what   is good. We have lost the 
notion of what is good. This is the greatest loss of dwelling in Dhaka. . . Now we are 
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satisfied with ghol (whey) instead of pure milk.98 We merely think if the ghol is good 
or  not  and  don’t  even  think  of  milk.”  Words  such  as  “noshto”,  “ghune  dhora”,  “poche  
jawa”   (Bangla   words   meaning   rotten,   corroding,   and,   festering   respectively)   were  
common generic negative terms used during narrations of social life in Dhaka in the 
present time. Such invocation validates the overall moral undertone and a sense of 
descent   from   an   “ideal   state,” which in most cases is symbolized by innocence, 
simplicity in people and an anxiety free and relaxed life style in general.  
In   a   different   context   of   Singaporeans’   invocation   of   Kampung   days   (pre-
urban days in rural setting, much like the remembered village in the case of Dhaka) as 
a  relatively  better  state  than  the  modernised  yet  “stressful”  present,  sociologist  Chua  
(1994) observes how  
As memories, the representations reside in the realm of the imaginary with 
only partial veracity. Indeed, they are the results of intentional partial 
amnesia, a selective erasing and deletion of the past; exhorting, embellishing 
and exaggerating certain elements and erasing others. With every invocation 
of the past, the past is re-figured, subjected to/by the logic of nostalgia (6).  
A similar sense of nostalgia engulfs Dhaka. The only way one understands or 
responds to the present is in juxtaposition with the past or a time lost. As one long-
term resident describes:  
Life in Dhaka may not have been endowed with so much ease and material 
comfort in the past but life was easier, less stressful, peaceful back then and 
not harrowed by tensions that beset our life now. There is so much 
competition and so much to do now that the simplest pleasures of life are lost.  
This  is  largely  how  the  past  is  recollected  in  “abstract  sentiments”,  sometimes  without  
their immediate historical contexts and deployed as a critique of the stressful present. 
Reminiscing the old days of Dhaka in his famous autobiographical Sritir Shohor (A 
city of Memory), litterateur Shamsur Rahman narrates: 
There is something [in the past] that draws one. As if someone has cast a thin 
Dhakai Muslin over my mind and sung a lullaby in a lilting voice like the 
cadence of the fountain from the fairy tale. Eyelids drop. I feel like sleeping .                                                              98 A Bangla proverb meaning to console oneself with a base substitute. 
183 
. . A cool breeze from the past touches me; I fall asleep and dream in my 
sleep (2009: 66).99  
This figuratively is what involves the remembered city – a fond recollection mixed 
with dreams and memories and a re-creation   of   the   past   dictated   by   “the   logic   of  
nostalgia”  as  Chua  aptly  points  out  in  his  discussion  on  Singaporean  Kampung.   
Besides, engaging with the past as part of the present is a culture that Dhaka 
inculcates and an obsession that is too deeply insinuated in the minds of people and 
their thinking processes to be ignored. A brief digression on this propensity will be 
rather enlightening and help put things into perspective here. As the city of the book 
demonstrates, any official discourse on the city – be it the city development 
authority’s   web   page   or   a   tourist   brochure   – invariably starts with an elaborate 
reference to the great past and antiquities of Dhaka, defining it as a historical city. 
The nationalist and official grand narratives permeate the physical cityscape in the 
forms of countless monuments, memorials, murals as well as the celebratory 
nomenclature – either for public places or institutions – commemorating the martyrs 
and the spirit of liberation.  
Past is also a great political capital and the axis on which the politics of the 
country to a large extent stands. Take a selection of public speeches by political 
leaders of the country for example, they are almost and always found to be hinged on 
the past. In the absence of present achievements of the same stature, people in power 
are found constantly optimizing a favourable position in history without investing 
equal time in the present. In such a context, where past is considered as a political 
capital, strong enough to empower people, it is only expected that the city over lords 
will recognise history and memory association as a powerful tool. Who ever comes to 
power, irrespective of their political inclinations, thus, try to manipulate history, 
insinuate themselves in the public repository by playing with the nomenclature, in an 
                                                             99 Originally in Bangla. Translation mine. 
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effort to link themselves with the grand narrative. The physical city becomes a tool 
that contains that memory tangibly. Memory thus gets recognised quite implicitly by 
the formal discourses on the city as having strong bearings on the minds of the 
dwellers. As a consequence, and interestingly enough, history as fact is subtly 
transformed into fiction, where imagination has a free play. Thus, aided by the 
nationalist discourse – both tangibly and intangibly – the city dwellers are constantly 
reminded of the past and are made to inhabit and imbibe that in their daily lives.  
Nevertheless,  there  remains  a  great  gulf  between  the  dweller’s  understanding  
and treatment of the past and the one inscribed into the city narratives by the formal 
discourse. Despite the interviews being concurrent with the countywide celebrations 
of 400 years of capital Dhaka, this mood was not reflected in a corresponding 
proportion  in  the  dwellers’  everyday  narratives  about the city, at least not in the way 
the official city discourse would have it – the   city’s   glorious,   powerful   past   as   a  
Mughal capital and then as the bed of struggle for independence. Only 33% of total 
informants described Dhaka as a historic city as such. Incidentally, these were also 
the people that were either taking part, following or were at least aware of the 
countrywide celebration going on to commemorate the 400 years of capital Dhaka 
and referred to this milestone at least once in their narratives. However, the official 
rhetoric   of   the   grand   past   and   history   did   find   a   strong   resonance   in   the   urbanite’s  
imaginary city in a different way, but more on this later. 
Of the three social types of dwellers, the original locals shared the most 
intimate relationship with the historic city quite tangibly and their mental image was 
strongly  connected  to  it.  A  total  55%  of  the  original  locals’  image  of  the  city  was  one  
of   tradition,   rich   history,   culture   and  antiquity.   “Dhaka   is   a  historical   city”;;   “It   is   a  
city  of  culture  and  heritage”;;  “Dhaka  is  an  old  city  and  rich  with  its  own  culture  and  
traditions”   are   common   ways   the   Dhakaiyas   started   their   narration.   Then   the   most  
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common narrative transition was to the great historical sites – Lalbag Fort100, Sitara 
Mosque101, Ahsan Mazil102 to name a few. A large number of old towners’   ready  
connection with the heritage and history may well be attributed to their every day 
awareness of living amidst these historical sites and remnants of the great past that are 
most commonly cited by the official discourse too. Besides, even though new urban 
aesthetics in the form of apartment complexes and upward moving flats are 
encroaching the urban fabric of Old Dhaka, slowly and steadily homogenising these 
distinctive areas, the vestiges of great Mughal architectures, in the form of either a 
façade, an arched window, a veranda or a pillar, albeit all in ruins, intersperse the 
locality. These reminders of the past coupled with the conserved sites that attract a 
large number of tourists, visitors and enthusiasts from abroad as well as from the 
city’s   newer   counter   parts   to   Old   Dhaka   around   the   year,   make   Dhakaiyas   more  
conscious   of   the   historical   narrative.   One   Dhakaiya’s   comment,   living   in   the  
neighbourhood of Ruplal House103 will serve as an example here:  
Just like the old house itself (referring to Ruplal House), outsiders (visitors 
and non Dhakaiyas) photographing, asking directions to Lal Kuthi104 or Jamal 
house (the local name for Ruplal House) or just loitering around are part of 
the landscape now.  
It is not just the location of the heritage sites and old buildings, the Dhakaiyas 
have also retained the past of the city in their practice of community living, 
celebrating festivals, elaborate food practices etc. for which Old Dhaka has become a 
                                                             100 A seventeenth century incomplete Mughal fort complex in the south-western part of Old Dhaka, renowned for its architecture. 101 A nineteenth century mosque that derives its names from the motifs of blue stars (sitara or tara in Bangla) used profusely in its decoration. It is one of the few remnants of the architectural decorative style of mosaic work with china porcelain from 1930s. 102 Residence and seat of power for the Dhaka Nawab family during the Mughal rule, now a Museum and popular tourist spot. 103 A nineteeth Century grand mansion on the northern bank of river Buriganga, noted for its late Renaissance European architectural style. 104 Lal Kuthi or the Red Villa derives its name from its deep red colour (Lal in Bangla). Originally built as a Town Hall and named Northbrooke Hall after the then Viceroy of India, the elegant building was structure combining Mughal and European architectural styles and was later converted into a public library. 
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symbol of history and heritage for people in general. This was captured in the 
narration of a Dhakaiya in his early thirties: 
A  Dhaka  of  ‘thirteen  festivals  in  twelve  months’  (a  popular  Bangla  proverb)  
can truly be experienced in the Old Town. We celebrate   Krishna’s   (Hindu  
God) birth, kite festival, Ashura michil (a congregation held on the 10th day 
of the sacred month of Muharram, mourning the martyrdom of Imam 
Hussein, the grandson of prophet Muhammad) together, out in the open with 
as much zeal as the Bangla New Year and Eid. These are old traditions of 
Dhaka. Much of Old Dhaka happens in the street. 
This is also the only place in the city where Tom Tom or the horse drawn carriage is 
still used as public transport. Such anachronistic visual also helps the whole historic 
city rhetoric to be based on Old Dhaka alone in the minds of the dwellers from 
outside Old Dhaka too. It is not surprising that even for the dwellers from the other 
two   social   types   who   referred   to   Dhaka’s   antiquities,   the   historical   city was 
synonymous with Old Dhaka alone (17%).105 Thus, physically surrounded by the 
pastness  of  being,  it  was  only  natural  that  the  Dhakaiya’s  imaginary  city  involved  the  
rhetoric of the bygones the most. Lalbag fort and Hussaini Dalan106 were the most 
favourite places in the city for the Dhakaiyas with some even claiming the fort to be 
the centre of Dhaka. 
  In contrast to the large number of Dhakaiyas, only 33% long-term residents 
referred to Dhaka as a historical city. Among all, the migrants were the least attuned 
to  the  grand  narratives  of  the  city’s  past  with  no  one  referring  to  Dhaka  as  a  historical  
city  as  such.  However,  15%  migrants’  imaginary  city  co-opted the oldness of the city 
in  the  form  of  the  presence  of  “lot  of  old  buildings.”  Dhaka’s  antiquity  in  terms  of  its  
handed down culture and tradition was mentioned in a scattered manner and was 
invoked especially as attributes that were liked about the city by a total 36% of the 
informants.107 For instance, one long-term resident in her late twenties related to                                                              105 Of total 6 informants, 4 long term residents and 2 migrants catered to this view. 106 A historic monument from the 17th century, the actual building is an Imambara, or house of Imams, sacred to the Shia Muslims. 107 That refers to total 13 informants, which includes 7 Dhakaiyas, 3 long term residences, and 3 migrants. 
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Dhaka’s  past  thus:  “The  greatest  thing  about  Dhaka  is  its  traditional  food.  I  just  love  
what the mighty Mughals have left behind - biriyanis (a spicy rice dish with seasoned 
meat, fish or vegetable), a wide variety of kebabs (spicy  roasted  or  grilled  meat)  etc.”  
Similarly, another long-term resident in his late forties mentioned:   “One   of   the  
pleasures of being so old a city is that you get to inherit a rich culinary. That is why, 
we have the best bakarkhani (special  breads).”  However, the next significant mention 
of the old quarter by the non-Dhakaiyas  was  in  connection  to   its  proverbial  “narrow  
lanes and alleys and cramped and densely populated localities,” which was, however 
not  the  place  they  could   imagine  “as  suitable  for  living  in  Dhaka,”  as  one  long-term 
resident   remarked.   In   contrast   to   the   dominant   discourse   of   the   glorious   “historical  
city,” such renditions evoked the old city as obsolete, stagnant and without progress 
and accentuated the general unpopularity of the actual physical Old Town in the 
popular  imagination.  People’s  ways  of  negotiating  and  relating  to  history,  thus,  were  
very different and not necessarily congruous with the factual history of the glorious 
official narrative. The most common relating point to history for informants was the 
humdrum and the banal more pertaining to their daily life – like the narrow roads and 
the dainty food – rather than the grandeur invested in the formal narratives of the 
city’s  past.   
Nonetheless, the abstract past found a rather complex resonance in the 
imaginary   city.  A   generic   “Dhaka   then”   remained   one   of   the  most   influential   other  
city that the informants invoked during the narrative interviews. It was constantly 
used as a reference point throughout the narratives, a Dhaka against which the present 
Dhaka   was   seen   as   different   and   found   lacking.   In   most   cases,   “Dhaka   then”   was  
invoked to underscore an overall social, moral and psychological descent that 
pervades   “Dhaka   now,” the city of the present time. The past Dhaka, thus enjoys 
almost an unquestioned moral superiority compared to its sordid present. As 
mentioned   before,   absence   and   difference   encapsulated   in   the   dichotomous   “Dhaka  
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now   vs.   Dhaka   then”   rhetoric remained the main operational modality. A strong 
consciousness and discussions of how Dhaka was comparatively better in the yester 
years, especially in the sense of living conditions (represented by 47% of the 
informants),   environment   (51%)   and   people’s   mentality   (36%)   was   a   common  
rhetoric in the spatial narratives of the   city.   Thus,   quite   true   to   Calvino’s   (1974)  
insights  into  the  city,  Dhaka  indeed        “receives  its  forms  from  the  desert  it  opposes”  
(18). All that is good about Dhaka was attributed to the bygone and the absent and the 
present seemed to have a corrupting influence (56%), even though the nature of that 
past   and   present   remained   fuzzy   and   undetermined   in   the   dweller’s   mind.   This  
imagined  other  city   thus  remained  “an   invisible   landscape  condition[ing]   the visible 
one”   (Ibid,   20).  Chua (1994) observed, among Singaporeans, this popular nostalgia 
for  an  unspecified  past   is  “rooted   in   the  common  place  criticism  of   the  stressful   life  
dictated and disciplined by the logic of capital” (24). This is applicable to Dhaka 
dweller’s  similar  propensity   to   idealise   the  past in the context of a rapidly changing 
society that has allegedly lost its innocence and simplicity to the relentless march of 
consumerist and capitalist modernity. 
However, the most poignant aspect of this fluctuation between past and 
present was to be found in its potent role in the negotiation of the city. For a large 
section   of   the   informants   (78%)  Dhaka’s   phenomenal   past   seemed   to   be   its   saving  
grace too. Interestingly, 23 of 36 (64%) of the informants invoked the past of the city 
immediately after they had vented any frustration, complains about substandard living 
conditions, corruption, environmental hazards or any other issues regarding the city. 
For   instance,      “I   know   there   are   many   things   which   are   not   at   their   best,   but   that  
doesn’t  mean  Dhaka  is  all bad. There are many good things too. The city has a great 
past  and   it’s   rich  with  heritage   and  history”  was  one  way   of   restoring   the   order   the  
informants thought to have been upset. This reference to the glorious past which is 
not directly connected to the daily lives of people could mislead one into thinking of 
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the act as an escape from the topsy-turvy present that sheer neglect of the present has 
brought upon the city. On the contrary, this frequent travel to the past has become one 
of those magic tricks that keep people from rejecting the city. There is no dearth of 
frustration, anger and dissatisfaction regarding Dhaka, yet the informants showed 
how this is only a natural response to something or someone that one shares an 
intimate relationship with, a response that comes from a sense of ownership. It came 
across clearly in the following words of a long-term  resident:  “This  city  is  something  
I call my home. Often I find faults and problems with my home so that I can work on 
them or fix them, not to forsake   them.”   The   invocation   of   “Dhaka   then”   and   its  
juxtaposition  with  “Dhaka  now”  is   thus,   less  an   indulgence   into  an   idealistic   reverie  
or an escape and more a ploy to keep the dwellers more practically grounded and is 
used as an aid to generate positive energy and hope. 
In fact, when asked how they connected to these olden days on a personal 
level, informants across social types echoed in different words the following 
observation by a long-term   resident:   “surrounded   by   disfunctionality,   chaos   and  
disorder, it was important not to lose hope altogether. The past of Dhaka gives that 
‘feel  good’  moment   especially   in   the  context  of   the  unhappy  times   that  has  befallen  
the city.” In   the  words  of  a  Dhakaiya:  “It is important to keep reminding oneself of 
one’s  best capacity that has produced the best of times so that one could work for a 
better  future.”  Thus,  by  grafting  the  past  onto  the  present  they  generate  and  perpetuate  
yet another image of Dhaka as the city of hope based on the potentials that Dhaka 
once excelled in. Investing in such vision make people more receptive of the slightest 
possibilities the city continues to hold, possibilities that may still be imaginary and 
aspirational   than   actual,   as   one   Dhakaiya   aptly   surmised:   “If   Dhaka   was   so   good  
once, who can   tell   it  won’t  be  again?”      In  a  similar  vein,  a   long-term resident and a 
professional  in  his  late  forties  remarked:  “True  that  Dhaka  is  not  at  its  best  now  and  
has fallen from its grace. I feel, it only needs strong direction and guidance, may be 
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similar to ones it had during its glorious days. Its successful past is a record of what is 
possible.” 
In this way, the past figures less as a factual history and more as a fictional 
rhetoric that is deployed as a logic for envisioning an abstract but possible future in 
the aspirational city of ordinary dwellers. This little act of liberty, inventiveness and 
fantasy, which may be counter-factual by the ordinary people, perhaps is a tactic they 
have devised to brave the madness that is Dhaka.  
7.1.2. The Spatial Other: The Ruralised City 
The second conspicuous other city is the spatial other, a ruralized city of 
excess, contained in memory, nurtured by nostalgia and many a time by sheer 
idealization and this too feeds on difference, and one which is partly fuelled by 
displacement and dislocation. The remembered village and to a certain extent the 
provincial city, unadulterated by the forces of modernity, and almost mythical in its 
idyllic qualities haunts Dhaka to a major extent. The vision of the village or the 
ruralised city is also inextricably connected to the myth of the classic villager. The 
ideal villager like an all-pervasive antithesis conditions the way the urbanite is 
perceived as secondary, falling short in the scale of morality, sensitivity and often 
humanity. This mythic villager is simple, naïve and selfless, some one who has not 
sold his soul to the materialistic pursuits of life, to the proverbial rat race that 
characterises the city life. These perceptions are myths as none of these views were 
supported by actual experiences of rural life. It is a kind of selective memory that 
residents draw on casually or extract from oral narratives, childhood memories, 
stories and anecdotes handed down to them by earlier generations, and media 
representations. In short, these are ideas that dwellers have naturalised through 
uncritical repetition. This is best captured by a long-term resident in his late thirties, 
recalling his visits to his village home as a child:  
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People in Dhaka are very money minded and commercially driven. They 
don’t  have  time  for  each  other.  The  villagers  are  not  so  commercial.  From  my  
short visits as a child to our village home, I remember being surrounded by 
villagers during our stay. There was always free flow of neighbours coming 
and going. The doors were always open. May be this has changed but I still 
keep the same image. 
 What is left out in this narration is the immediate context in which the experience 
was rooted. Visitors from Dhaka in a rural village would always draw neighbours. In 
this case the narrator and his company clad in stylish clothes compared to the rural 
ones could very well be the immediate object of the visits by neighbours, which he 
might have misread as regular neighbourly visits. Also ignored in the narration was 
the structure of the household which had a common uthan (open yard) for a few 
houses, some of whom were even relatives or neighbours from so long ago that they 
were   akin   to   one’s   family.   Thus,   what   is   recollected   as   a   regular   “free   flow   of  
neighbours”   in  actuality may have been nothing more than the neighbours using the 
shared uthan and exchanging greetings along the way than uninhibited socialising 
activity. The open door, quite akin to what Chua (1994) observes in the Singaporean 
Kampung, also is due to the strong moral policing prevalent in the community. This 
was more likely to be due   to   the   “social   visual   familiarity”   with   the   residents,   to  
invoke  Chua’s  term,  and  not  necessarily  based  on  goodness  of  heart  and  trust  on  the  
villager in general (1994: 14). It is not easy for an intruder to break into this familiar 
zone without being noticed in the setting of a village.  
Another long-term resident had a similar gripe with Dhaka dwellers in 
general:  
In Dhaka we have to guard even the mango trees inside the boundary walls of 
our house, whereas in the village everything is in the open and yet nothing 
happens.  You  can’t  just  trust  anyone  in  the  city  with  anything,  even  if  that  is  
as trivial as a fruit.  
In actuality it is not about trust at all. Fruit trees are the commonest element in any 
rural homes, where many fruits are home grown and found in abundance and hence, 
not the most covetous things that lure people. Picking raw mangoes during storms, or 
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plucking ripe fruits from trees, no matter from whose uthan, is one of the common 
memories of favourite childhood plays in the village, without the stigma of stealing 
attached to it, as confirmed by many informants. In contrast, in the land scarce city, 
home-grown fruits are a rarity. Most importantly, where people fear the fruits and 
vegetables in the market as adulterated by unhealthy chemicals,  the  produce  in  one’s  
garden (for those who are lucky to have one), back yard, any empty space or on 
portable tubs on roofs are more than just eatables. They also mean having control 
over what one eats without being subjected to the madness of the consumerist market 
that would go to any extent to make things sellable like injecting poisonous chemicals 
to make fruits and vegetables look fresh. Hence, under the circumstances, home-
grown fruits and vegetables are nothing short of valuables in the context of the city 
and have to be guarded with zeal. 
Correspondingly, a migrant remembers how socialisation was a natural and 
essential   component   of   life   in   the   village   especially   after   “the   Jummah 
(congregational   Friday   prayer)   in   the   village   mosque”   or   “the   bank of the 
neighbourhood pond and tea-stalls, which were the most popular adda (collective 
idling)  point.”  These  unplanned  social   encounters  are  often  seen  as   the  virtue  of   the  
approachable and simple villagers who always had time for others. In actuality 
however, these activities were a mere extension of the domestic life – like bathing, 
saying  one’s  prayers,  having  tea  etc.  none  of  which  was  done  primarily  for  the  sake  of  
socialisation.   These   are   activities   that   are   always   carried   out   outside   one’s   home,  
especially by the male members. The composition of the village is such that both the 
indoors and outdoors are seamlessly blended as part of regular daily activities. Thus, 
even  when   actual   lived   experience   is   claimed   “nostalgia   transforms   these   instances  
into abstract fond recollections by deleting the historical and material circumstances 
under which they emerged and relocating these instances in an imagined ‘golden  past’  
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that  lays  claim  to  be  ‘real’  by  the  facticity  of  the  instances  themselves”  (Chua,  1994: 
16). 
This imaginative construct is also contingent on a common dissatisfaction 
with  one’s  own  surroundings  and  a  generic  belief  in  the  goodness  inherent  elsewhere,  
like the proverbial greener grass on the other side of the bank. Since, in the context of 
Dhaka, Bangladesh or even South Asia, the primal antithesis to the city has still 
remained the village, it was only natural to correlate that better and greener bank with 
the village. There are countless other ways in which the city dwellers themselves 
played up the self-demonizing imaginary and perpetuate the mythic villager-urbanite 
dichotomy. A long-term   resident’s   plight with housemaids is an example. A home 
maker, and in her late thirties, she would prefer hiring house maids from rural areas 
than those already available in the city. This was not based on mere whims, or 
personal likings, she affirmed, rather she considered it a careful strategy given that 
“once   people   land   in   Dhaka,   their   dispositions   get   affected   and   they   become  
commercial, cunning and more self-serving.”   To   her,   the   simple   and   susceptible  
country bumpkins were preferable than the shrewd city slicker. This is the kind of 
imaginary that the city discourses also endorse as discussed in the previous chapter. 
Interestingly, this quite fantastical perception of both the village and the 
villager was predominant in the long-term residents, especially those who have grown 
somewhat distant from their ancestral homes and embodied a sense of loss. These 
were also the residents who finding themselves in a comparatively adverse social and 
economic position, felt they were forced to live in the city due to the lack of any other 
options and at times whimsically entertained the idea of going back to their rural 
homes in their old age. Nonetheless, they remained conscious of their own inculcation 
of urban habits and ways of urban life that would make them a misfit in the rural 
settings even if they were to go back. It is from this context and couched in personal 
yearnings and longings that an empyrean other emanates. The formal discourses on 
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the city, especially those by the housing and land development agencies increasingly 
feed on these yearnings and exploit the nostalgia in consumers by promising to bring 
a piece of that imagined idyll into the concrete jungle – one of the most clichéd 
publicity gimmicks.108 
The migrants, who maintain an active relationship with their rural homes, on 
the other hand have a conflicting vision of the village that is more rooted to the 
present and future than the past. Their Dhaka is a land of possibilities – a city where 
opportunities are up for grabs, where the fast paced life and the heterogeneous and 
anonymous coexistence leave no room for narrow-minded  curiosity   in  one’s  private  
lives as is prevalent in people in the village. This is a view in stark contrast to the 
perception of the mythical naïve and simple villager. This view was remarkably 
prevalent among those migrants who have pursued an upward social trajectory in 
terms of career, social position and clout, and especially among the female migrants 
from all age brackets and social backgrounds who were clearly disadvantaged in their 
respective villages. Stories of two female migrant informants will serve as examples 
here. One in her early twenties and the other in her fifties, both found the city as 
liberating as they could engage in any types of work to earn their living and not be 
judged. For the younger, a garment worker, the liberty was seen and felt in her choice 
of clothing, ability to move freely, and working towards realising her dreams, which 
was becoming an entrepreneur one day, instead of being married off at an early age. 
These she thought were possible due to her being and living in the city and her 
associations with a broader world, which would not have been possible in her village.  
The older one, a house assistant, on the other hand had a slightly different 
version of the reality. She came from a respected family in the village, even though 
financially disadvantaged at present. She had come to the city looking for respectable 
work and ended up as a household aid due to her lack of education and advanced age                                                              108 See Chapter Five for detail. 
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for which garment work was too strenuous. Already a widow when she came to 
Dhaka, she has been living in the city for the last eight years. During these years, she 
has changed employers and has been supporting her extended family (including her 
brother’s  family)  back  home,  has  married  her  daughter  off  with  a  dowry. At the time 
of interview, she was in the process of buying a small piece of land for herself with 
her own savings and the help of her present employer. She maintained that all these 
have been possible only because she had made a wise decision of coming to Dhaka 
and starting to work without being bogged down by any social and moral values 
attached to the kind of work she was offered, something she would not have been able 
to take up if she had remained in her village. She had not disclosed to anyone at her 
rural home about the nature of her work in the city in fear of getting stigmatised for 
working below her esteem and being judged by everyone for what they would 
perceive  as  her  “fall”.     
Besides the nosey villager, the village itself was seen as a place that lacked 
opportunities in terms of work. A rickshaw puller in Dhaka described an interesting 
case:  
I’m   a   seasonal   rickshaw   puller.   I   have   lands   to   tilt   back   home   and   I’m   a  
farmer most of the year. I have a big joint family to help me with farming 
there. When the crop is in and there is no farming work, I come to Dhaka for 
three/four months every year for earning extra money. The village has no 
other work for me. So, instead of sitting idle I come to the city and work as a 
rickshaw driver. I have now bought a rickshaw for myself this way. 
 
 So, the villagers themselves do not necessarily perceive the lack of worldliness and 
simplicity in the village nor do they see it as idyllic. It is in contrast to the populist 
and often over rated rhetoric of an idealized village and naïve villager nurtured by the 
city dwellers especially those who have been dislocated for various reasons from their 
ancestral rural homes. This is not to say, however, that these pragmatic rural migrants 
subscribe to the view of the city as an ideal place to live or the urbanite as the all 
Good Samaritan. Despite their continuous influx and increasingly longer stay in the 
city, the resident of Dhaka remained the shrewd and untrustworthy stranger to a large 
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extent, while Dhaka, never equal home. The village remained important as home and 
that   entailed   all   the   good   feelings,  warmth   and   comfort   that   the   very  word   “home”  
implies. In that sense Dhaka always continued to exist as distant and inadequate to the 
migrant. In this connection, it may be mentioned that the very sense of home was 
never   limited   to   the   length   of   one’s   residence   at   a   place   alone,   rather   it   was   the  
presence of the family and kin that made a place homely. Most of the long-term 
residents have a majority of their kith and kin living in Dhaka. The migrants, on the 
other hand were either found to be the only member of the immediate family or had a 
very few relatives living in the city. Many of them also maintained a lively contact 
with people coming from the same village or locality as them to simulate a sense of 
community and home. The city is at best a catalytic space for the migrants to further 
and accelerate their respective stations in lives. For those who come to the city only to 
earn money, it remains their place of work, and a temporary dwelling. They prefer not 
to invest much on the house they rent in Dhaka and save the maximum of their 
earning to make their life in the rural village more comfortable in future.  
Students and young professionals however, come to the city to equip 
themselves with skills to climb the social ladder and even if they can afford to settle 
in the city a few years down the road, they do not forsake the village forever. Even 
for this group home meant their rural home due to the presence of their family and 
friends there and Dhaka remained a strategic location, about which they remained 
quite unsure. This is also the group that was found to be investing more and more in 
their rural homes, bringing amenities and comforts that are associated with urban life, 
so that they always have a place to comfortably fall back on if things went awry.  
The most telling thing about the invocation of these temporal or spatial others 
was the point of time in the interview when the residents referred to them. In most 
cases they were referred to when informants were talking about adversities, 
inadequacies, or unbearable situations like sitting in traffic jam for hours, deadening 
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noise, air pollution, urban crimes, unhealthy competitions, complications of life or 
any other limits of city life. It was at unwelcome moments or experience like these 
that   they  would   indulge   in   reveries  of   an   “other   city”  with  more   “peace   and  quiet”,  
“open   space   and   fresh   air”   “more   green”,   “more   peace   of   mind”,   “absence   of  
maddening  traffic  and  unadulterated  food”,  “uninhibited  life”  etc.  So,  when  the  city  is  
remembered in the folds of a mythical village it is more metaphorical than physical 
and has deep implications for the present and future. Noticed carefully, in most 
instances where the rural is invoked in the urban setting, it is used as a frame, as the 
available and prominent other, to articulate visions, aspirations, dreams that people 
nurture about the city, especially those that are still unrealised. In that sense the rural 
becomes an icon for everything positive and giving, such as greenery, big, open 
space, community living and less complicated lives that either Dhaka is perceived to 
be lacking or as things that the city has lost over time during its transition from a 
provincial town to the capital and primate city of a densely populated country. The 
rural thus exists as a foil to the urban.  
It is also pertinent to remember at this point that the longing for ancestral 
homes and nostalgia for the past ways of life that repeatedly surfaced the city of the 
mind may not necessarily be a nostalgia for a specific temporal juncture in the past or 
a way of life somewhere else altogether. More specifically, informants do not want to 
bask in the happy associations of the past for its own sake, nor do they want to 
replicate a slow paced life of material depravity, idling around. In most cases the 
invocation of the past and the rural was involuntary, and triggered by some sort of 
discontentment or negative experiences in the city. It points   to   “an   alternative  
construction  of   ‘what   life   can  be’   in   the  presence  of   improved  material   life”   (Chua,  
1994: 25). It is strongly related to both a dissatisfaction with the state of things as 
they are and a desire for change. In the absence of a public discourse on the future of 
the city, people make do with these images from the past, albeit selectively and at 
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times illogically, abstracting and exaggerating the goodness. The past – both 
temporally and spatially – become important as validation for that desire. A long-time 
resident’s  anxiety  for  his  son’s  future  in  Dhaka  in  comparison  to  his  own  relaxed  and  
carefree childhood years will be an apt example here:  
I grew up in the Dhaka University area . . . Back then, living in Dhaka, or if I 
may say, dwelling in Dhaka was not just confined within your house. It was 
more linked to what was happening outside of your house, especially for a 
young growing child. You would find real attraction outside your house. If 
you stayed in, it would seem your were sick or you were in problems. But 
now a days, it is normal that you stay most of the time in the house and you 
are cut off from the links, the possible amenities and attractions that are 
supposed to be accessed and enjoyed outside your house. This is what I miss 
in  Dhaka,  through  my  son’s  perspective.  I  get  nostalgic  mainly  because  these  
notions  are  related  to  my  son’s   living  in  this  city.  .  .Whenever  I  think  of  my  
son’s  growing  up  in  the  city,  I  think  what  he  is  actually  missing  is  what  I  was  
fortunate to have. 
This longing has implications for a future moulded in the goodness of the past, made 
available  through  a  proxy  memory  for  the  next  generation.  The  “what”  in  his  longing  
is not the past experience in its entirety, but those parts that he considered as 
important to be a part of the future. The remembered and the ruralised city thus 
become a frame to talk about at once a past lost as well as an aspirational city where 
the yearnings for little boons of life, like assurance of carefree and uncalculated 
movements in the city, more green and open space to breathe in, wait to be actualised. 
Together,   the   temporal   an   spatial   others,   thus   generate   “diasporas   of   hope   and  
despair”,   to   borrow   Appadurai’s   (1996)   term,   significantly   contributing   to   the  
perpetuation of new   “mythographies,” not of the classical kind seeped in a golden 
past where people can return with a simple trick of memory but one imbued with an 
impetus  for  new  moves  and  social  projects  that  may  bear  and  infuse  “a  nostalgia  for  
the  present”109 (especially  when  seen  from  the  next  generation’s  perspective)  (7). 
  
                                                              109 Originally	  jameson’s	  term,	  quoted	  in	  Appadurai,	  30.	  It	  denotes	  a	  nostalgia	  without	  memory, looking back to a world one has never lost but aspires to. 
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7.1.3. A City Without a Heart? 
The   next   overbearing   imaginary   city   that   directly   influences   people’s   behaviour  
concerns  the  dispositions  of  the  Dhaka  dweller.  In  connection  to  the  city’s  rural  anti-
thesis, people of Dhaka were seen by many informants as unsympathetic, 
materialistic, self-centred and shallow. This ties in with the view of the city as a place 
of work, where emotions – be it of friendship, trusts or love – do  not  prevail.    “Dhaka 
lacks  sympathy”  is  a  belief  that  a  section  of  the  informants  from  the  migrant  category  
held (23%). This perception was also supported by a section of the long-term 
residents (25%) mostly from the age group of fifty and above. A common stereotype 
about Dhaka among   informants   across   social   types   was   that   “neighbours   are   so  
detached   in  Dhaka   that   they  are  not  even  aware  of  a  death  next  door.”  Even   though  
not many informants could support this with personal experiences of non-cooperation 
from the neighbours if approached, they did refer to a lot of newspaper stories, one of 
them being a journalist couple getting brutally stabbed to death in their own bedroom, 
while the neighbours in the buildings had no idea of the act.110 
However, the majority of the informants believed that it is not really a cruel 
city rather it is an outcome of the lack of access to each other in the neighbourhood. 
Some also emphasised on the busy work schedule that calls for a self absorbed life 
style resulting in such lack of communication, sometimes unduly seen as lack of 
compassion for each other. A long-term resident and a professional in his early forties 
explained the reason as:   
We hardly meet the people who live on the upper floors. The interaction is 
limited to general exchange of greetings on our way out or way in. I cannot 
say that my neighbour will not come to my help if I ask for it, but we often 
hold ourselves back from asking for it due to that lack of ease, which only 
makes the distance more pronounced.                                                               110 Referring to the sensational brutal murder of Sagar Sarowar, News Editor  at 
Maasranga Television and his wife Meherun Runi, Senior Reporter at ATN Bangla on 11th February, 2012 at their own aprtment in Dhaka that took in the whole nation by shock 
and	  awe.	  Their	  dead	  bodies	  were	  discovered	  latter	  by	  the	  couples’	  five	  year	  old	  son.	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Thus, the problem is not that people are bad in the city, or are too materialistic. The 
problem is also not so much the lack of unconditional trust and confidence in each 
other as the lack of shared space and time where to nurture that trust. Many blamed 
the apartment culture that brought   in   living   in   the   box:   “the   compartmentalisation  
does not leave any scope for shared living,”  a group of migrant residents complained. 
The   openness,   and   ready  access   to  neighbours’  house   is   something   that   the   vertical  
city cannot provide its residents. This is evidently tied with the memory of its spatial 
other, the ruralised, spread out provincial city that Dhaka once was. Also, in the 
context   of   present   Dhaka,   “a   metropolitan   city   in   full   swing,   expecting   people   to  
know who is cooking what for dinner in the entire neighbourhood is perhaps asking 
for too much and unnecessarily so,” as a long-term resident and professional in her 
late thirties pointed out. Such views problematise the ready equation between 
friendship and neighbourhood that is invoked in conjunction with the memories of the 
other cities.  
However, not all informants agreed with the image of Dhaka being heartless. 
Some think compassion for a fellow human being is nurtured in the primary unit of 
the society that is family, irrespective of their   setting.   “Sometimes   you   get  
compassion   and   sympathy   in   the   most   unexpected   of   sources”   another   long-term 
resident, a professional in his early fifties said citing an example of how a pedestrian 
helped his father who had fallen ill and fainted on the street and it was this stranger 
who took him to the doctor and helped him reach home.   
Besides, and more importantly, there are newer sources of companionship, 
sympathy and even community in Dhaka. People forge friendship and find sympathy 
through shared grievances, hardship or common beliefs and conditions in general. 
People living in the city constantly look for alternative sources to hinge their need for 
sympathies and compassions. The migrants are often found to be forming their own 
communities based on regions or locality they are from. It is just that the source of 
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compassion   is   located   elsewhere   than   one’s   immediate   neighbourhood.   Living   in  
Dhaka does not mean living without friends. Friends and colleagues were found to be 
the prime source of compassion and support for the majority of the informants (64%) 
after family and relatives. One young migrant student, who has been living in the city 
for   eight   years   mentioned   another   instance   of   help   in   crisis:   “My   father   was   in  
hospital and in need of blood urgently. I just let my university friends know. They 
operationalised their social networks to get us donors, many of whom were not even 
familiar   to   me.”   In   this   regard,   one   must   also   take   into   account   the   increasing  
penetration of the Internet in the urban areas. Cyber cafés, a notable addition to the 
localities and mobile adoption of the Internet together have significantly accelerated 
access to the Internet, especially in the city.111 Data collected by G&R Ad Network, a 
company that manages Internet ad campaigns  of  local  websites,  reveals  that  “usage  of  
social networks and emails services account for a considerable portion of web 
activities”  of  Bangladeshis  (Nazimuddaula  and  Islam,  The  Daily  Star,  July  13,  2012).  
Therefore, thinking in terms of immediate neighbourhood as source of 
companionship and friendliness would be unduly parochial, if not obsolete. So, the 
city  is  not  heartless  or  cruel;;  it  is  just  that  the  heart  is  relocated  from  one’s  immediate  
neighbourhood   to   one’s   network   of   family,   and   friends   which may not depend on 
geographical   proximity,  which   also   speaks   for   the   city’s   transition   from   a   ruralised  
setting to an urbanized one. Also this lack of interaction due to lack of trust is not 
something personal; it is the general air of the city. In fact, children in Dhaka grow up 
on   parental   advice   like   “never   eat   anything   given   by   a   stranger”,   “never   talk   to   a  
stranger”  and  many  more  as  a  long-term resident in his twenties pointed out. One of                                                              111 Even though Bangladesh Telecom Regulatory Commission (BRTC) lists 126 licensed cyber Cafes in the Dhaka Metropolitan area alone in 31st July, 2012, a report in The 
Financial Express reveals that there is a large number (could be 800-1000) of cyber cafes that run sans license (Bhuiyan, 2012). Also of significance is the fact that Bangladesh now has 33.04 million internet-users, among them 31.33 million are mobile users and 1.22 million are fixed internet users. 2013(http://www.telecompaper.com/news/internet-base-in-bangladesh-grows-to-3304-mln--946395 (8th June, 2013).   
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the common parental advice for young migrants coming to the city remained,  “always  
maintain contact with the acquaintances from the locality,”   referring to a distant 
relationship that often solidifies into a dependable support system for the migrant in 
the early days in the city. People thus forge any possible link, even through the most 
remote ones, based on the same region, locality, unconsciously anticipating falling 
prey  to  “dubious  strangers”  in  Dhaka.   
Interestingly, many long-term residents and Dhakaiyas blamed the onrush of 
migrants into the city to be responsible for contributing to this unfamiliarity and 
dwindling of trust in the neighbourhood. To feel uncomfortable and apprehensive of 
the unknown and unfamiliar is only very humane and when at every other step one is 
required   to   encounter   new   faces   one’s   protective instinct is to go inward than 
outward. A long-term  resident  in  his  late  thirties  put  it  thus:  “You  can’t  expect  to  be  
friendly to anyone and everyone who lives next to you. When so many crimes happen 
amidst friends and family, people one knows so dearly, how can one be so naïve to 
trust  a  stranger?”  A  migrant  in  his  late  twenties  too  confirmed  this  belief  pointing  to  
the   perils   of   over   friendliness:   “In   Dhaka   you   can’t   afford   to   be   social   without   a  
purpose. You risk being suspected of having an ulterior motive. I would rather be 
nonchalant   than  be   too  friendly  or  helpful.”  A  long-term resident identified the root 
cause  in  the  impermanent  setting  that  she  as  an  urbanite  found  herself  in:  “Not  many  
people live in a rented place for too long. Even the faces you meet everyday are not 
the  same.  It’s  difficult  to  even  build  long-term  attachments.”  It  is  the  living  condition  
that  determines  one’s  behavioural   action.   In   fact,   some   residents   across   social   types  
also mentioned having lasting relationship with neighbours who had stayed longer 
together,  be  it  in  a  rented  place  or  in  one’s  own  house.  So,  the  myth  of  a  stereotypical  
cold and materialistic Dhaka dweller is more a direct outcome of this positioning 
amidst the ever-changing countenance of the city, than a generic cruel disposition in 
the city dweller. 
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It is partially due to long standing positioning or living in close proximity for 
a long time, that Old Dhaka stands in a complete opposite spectrum in terms of 
companionship and neighbourliness. For the old towners, Dhaka meant Old Dhaka. 
Most of their social interactions and mobility were also largely limited to the old part 
of the city, which is a world onto itself with its own culture, language and values. The 
original locals prided themselves on being the most socially cohesive community in 
Dhaka. If for the long-term residents the classic antithesis was the village, for the 
Dhakaiyas, it was New Dhaka, which is disintegrating fast socially, many Dhakaiyas 
deemed with apprehension. Since they have no ancestral home outside Dhaka, the 
Dhakaiyas were free of the baggage of memory that comes with transitions from one 
type of locality to another. Most of them have lived the large part of their lives in the 
same neighbourhood and in very close physical proximity to their neighbours due to 
the dense structure of the locality. Social and visual familiarity is all but expected as a 
Dhakaiya   informant   in  his   late  forties  affirmed:  “I  know  all  my  neighbours. In fact, 
most neighbours in the old town know each other, participate in both private and 
public   events   and   celebrate   festivals   together   out   in   the   open.  Visiting   each   other’s  
house   is   a   common   and   recurrent   pass   time   for   most   of   the   Dhakaiyas.   I’m   no 
exception.”  Many  Dhakaiyas  claimed,  it  is  due  to  this  broad  social  assimilation  that  it  
is also safer to move about even at night in the old town, something which is 
extremely hazardous and unthinkable in its newer counter part. The social cohesion 
has been possible because in most cases, these people have been living there all their 
lives, carrying on with their daily lives in a familiar setting, meeting known faces 
everyday. When this is not so, cohesiveness is disrupted. As one young Dhakaiya 
pointed out, familiarity did matter in creating and maintaining this cohesiveness:  
I   used   to   know   all   my   neighbours   but   now   there   are   many   people   I   don’t  
know. The uncle living next to us sold his house to a non-Dhakaiya and got 
settled in New Dhaka. There are many people in the neighbourhood like that 
who  I  don’t  know  and  we  don’t  share  that  intimate  relationship  as  we  used  to  
with our previous Dhakaiya neighbours. 
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Conversations with more Dhakaiyas endorsed this view that social integration 
is made possible due to the homogenous society prevalent in the areas of Old Dhaka. 
Most of the Dhakaiya informants had their extended family members and relatives as 
neighbours. The rest in the neighbourhood, even if not related shared a similar 
predisposition to life, work and overall way   of   life.   A   majority   of   the   households’  
source of income was business – both small and big. Even the persona and taste of 
Dhakaiyas were often referred to as being of certain type, such as a one who is loud, 
uses coarse language, less educated, yet, very social, witty, lively, hospitable, festive, 
fond of rich and elaborate meals, and having somewhat gaudy taste in fashion and 
clothing. This is the type that is most represented in the media. Even though 
Dhakaiyas practise a community life, and ascribe to a way of life that is more akin to 
the life in rural villages than in the traditional big city, the rural-urban comparison did 
not come up in their discussion of the city life due to the absence of the association of 
the rural in their mind. To them their way of life was something unique to the 
tradition of Dhaka city, one of the very few good things that the present Dhaka is bent 
on losing to its mindless march towards modernity and progress. 
7.2. Afterword  
Dhaka comes across as a city of excess in many regards – of people, of stimuli, of 
chaos – that  at  once  incites  and  deadens  one’s  senses.  Apparently  this  may  make  one  
mistake the city as not ideally sensitised to the subtleties of imagination, especially 
when imagination is narrowly thought in its association with highly individualised 
aesthetic practices. Reconfigured as an all-pervasive social practice, imagination 
rather  finds  a  springboard  in  cities  like  Dhaka  that  is  rightly  described  as  “a  city  that  
encounters   one   unprepared”   (Bertuzzo,   2009:11). The city exudes uncertainty and 
unpredictability from every aspects of its social life and it is this volatile terrain that 
nurtures imagination as a constant variable in our understanding of the city.  
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One must have noted that imaginary cities themselves may be intangible and 
invisible in that one cannot locate them in a map but that does not mean that they 
refer to unforeseen and unlived experiences or that they are detached from or 
antithetical to the material and tangible aspects of urban experiences. In fact, lived 
experiences as much as imagined and unlived ones remain their major impetus, even 
though they cannot be fully contained by the lived moments alone. Not surprisingly, 
the  lion’s  share  of  the  informants’  imaginary  cities  refers  to  material aspects of lived 
experiences, which only reinstates what Appadurai observes as the changed nature 
and role of imagination as a daily discursive reality in the present time. It is in this 
intersection of the lived and unlived moments, where the selection, addition, 
transformation happens, that the role of imagination manifests. All three predominant 
imaginaries of Dhaka are hinged on moments and experiences that have been 
experienced either directly or indirectly at some unspecified time and place, the 
accuracy of which cannot be absolutely determined. What is more important in this 
regard is that these have been transformed into a construction that forms a formidable 
part of their urban experience, no less thoroughly lived as the phenomenologically 
available city. 
Dhaka is always conditioned by these other cities112 that are in some ways 
refracted forms of the actual city and yet removed from it. A pertinent question at this 
point would be, why do people indulge in such construction in the first place? As the 
narratives point out, these imaginary cities are deployed to negotiate the present city, 
which can often be destabilising on its own. They are like alloys that strengthen and 
hold the material city together and help the dweller cope with, make sense of and 
often overcome the overwhelming negativity that form a considerable part of the 
urban discourse and life in a city like Dhaka. As the remembered city and the 
ruralised city have already demonstrated, the dwellers take recourse to fantastical 
                                                             112 Of which I have discussed only three here. The list is not exhaustive. 
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rendition, often removed from the actual city, abstract episodes from past and 
embellish them in an effort to understand and often reconstruct their own positions in 
the city. Dictated by the logic of nostalgia these near magical cities are deployed to 
address the present, which has fallen into a less than desirable state.  
Thus, there exist a meaningful transaction between the city of materiality and 
the immaterial other cities. Like many other everyday spatial practices that de Certeau 
highlights, these forays into the realm of the imaginary is ingenious and unplanned 
but unlike  the  dweller’s  spatial  practices  in  the  context  of  the  western  cities,  here  they  
actually help mitigate the sense of doom and gloom and help preserve the established 
order of the official city. Despite being formless, volatile, unpredictable, disorderly 
and invisible to the eyes, this synchronous presence and productive dialectic between 
the hard and soft city, thus, comprise a vital component of the modern urban 
experience for the people of Dhaka. Hence, the general understanding of the city as a 
physical or geographic location, visible and orderly, as circulated by the formal 
discourse is significantly limited. A total experience of what we know as urban takes 
in a lot more, all of which may not be controlled or given a shape.  
Also, the very invocation of the other city by the dwellers as a regular 
exercise is a poignant example of something being amiss. Chua (1994) aptly 
surmises:   “What   is   important   is   not   the   veracity   of   its   historical   claims,   rather  
embodied in such nostalgic longings is a set of concepts and sentiments, which 
constitutes  a  preferred  life  in  comparison  to  the  less  desirable  present”  (26).  It  points  
to an unease, a jarring movement beneath the mad rush of development, which if 
taken into account may provide a better hold on the future of the city. 
Keeping the lack of public participation in the city discourse in general in 
mind, the imaginary city cannot but be complementary to the official discourse. Many 
practitioners have shown their concerns on academic platforms over this issue. By 
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bringing in the imaginary city under critical analysis, the aspirations of the public can 
be known and addressed appropriately. Besides, once we begin to see the imaginary 
city as an embodied social reality, its production through multifarious variables can 
be traced analytically and the knowledge gained will substantially enrich the existing 
discourses on the city, which largely remain apathetic to the potentials of both the 
lived and imaginary city. 
The imaginary city is also significant in strongly reinstating how the city is a 
product of a two way process between the dweller and the space s/he inhabits with no 
predetermined rule of who dictates what and when. The lived city is an outcome 
between the constantly changing dialectic between the two, which can never be 
adequately grasped by a statistical tabulation or fixed variables of the like. One needs 
a  more  nuanced  approach  to  address  these  volatile  cities.  Both  Pamuk’s  Istanbul  and  
Calvino’s  Venice  have  already  demonstrated  that  the  more  a  representation is able to 
tap into the complex imbrication between the immaterial and material associations of 
the  city  just  as  they  coexist  in  an  intricate  manner  in  the  dweller’s  mind,  the  richer  the  
texture of the city represented will be. A critical analysis of the city of the mind is 
thus  more  giving   in  providing  a  “texture”  of  Dhaka  as  per  Pamuk  and  in  uncovering  
the Dhaka that remains concealed and invisible as per Calvino, so as to offer a fuller 









A Chance Discourse on the City 
 
The last three chapters traced the contours of myriad representations of the same city, 
Dhaka. The juxtaposition of the formal city of records, the lived city of everyday and 
the imaginary city first and foremost brings to light certain disjuncture and 
unaddressed concerns in the dominant urban discourse. The question that arises 
immediately is where does, then, one look for a more accommodative and broader 
representation of the intimate, everyday city, one that people negotiate everyday? Are 
there alternative sources of knowledge – that could complement the often flat, 
detached and static descriptions found in the formal discourse – like there are many 
forms of imaginaries than the official one? The present chapter posits some popular 
cultural forms like transport art, leaf lets, posters, graffiti (mostly wall writings), 
billboards as possible sources from which to gain more insights about the city. 
Despite being an inseparable part of the urbanscape, this pool of apparently non-
serious, cultural trivia has never been regarded as resourceful enough to contribute to 
the city discourse. Taken together, I call these frivolous texts a chance discourse on 
the city. 
These popular cultural products are free to public, visible and accessible to 
everyone and have a ubiquitous presence in Dhaka. Despite not being about the city 
directly, there is an overwhelming presence of the city and urban life in them. The 
fortuitousness about them derives from the casual inscription of the urban images and 
imaginaries in their encoded messages, almost appearing to be thrown in without 
serious thought. Unlike the city of the book, they are not about the city per se, nor do 
they have any agenda to represent the city, yet they seem closer in accommodating 
the varied shades and nuances of everyday urban life and the city of the mind in 
general. Moreover, by virtue of sheer power of visibility and recurrence at their 
disposal,  they  wield  enough  influence  on  people’s  imagination, which is affective by 
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nature. Ergo, it is worth bringing these unconventional discursive practices under the 
critical attention of urban scholarship in order to explore what exactly they circulate 
about the city. Besides, in line with the aim of the present research to make room for 
the unsaid, this also helps to broaden the scope of the critical gaze to what lies outside 
the purview of the given i.e. the official discourse.  
As mentioned before, these chance discourses or somewhat indirect 
representations of the city surround the city dweller in many shapes and forms, so 
much so that their abundance often make people oblivious of their role in enriching 
their repertoire of the city. Even though there are many other popular cultural 
products and practices that could contribute to this discussion, due to its limited 
scope, this research analyses five of them, which are the most pertinent in the context 
of Dhaka. They are transport art, billboards from different parts of Dhaka, graffiti or 
wall writings from walls across the city, leaflets and posters – distributed at important 
road intersections, traffic signals and pasted at the city walls, pillars and any other 
free spaces from all across the city. The choice of these particular cultural products 
was done keeping their free access to ordinary people in mind. Anyone walking or 
travelling in Dhaka streets will be familiar with them. What follows is a critical 
engagement with these somewhat frivolous texts about the city in order to shed some 
light on what they quite off-handedly help circulate about Dhaka and how they 
perpetuate different imaginaries of the city, which may not necessarily be the ones 
endorsed by the formal discourse.  
8.1. The City in Transport Art 
Walking along, driving down or sitting helplessly amidst the usual peak hour gridlock 
in the streets of Dhaka one can not miss the strokes of myriad colours, simple to 
abstract motifs and light-hearted yet insightful inscriptions painted on the vehicles 
that ply them. This illustrative urban art in an almost accidental and casual manner 
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imparts valuable insights into the everyday understanding of the city, which the 
formal discourse on the same often misses out.  
Both public and private transports of varied size, shape, pace and capacities 
ply the busy streets of Dhaka. As per Bangladesh Road Transport Authority 
(BRTA)’s  most  recent  report,  there  are  about  1749803  registered  motorised  vehicles  
in Bangladesh of which 702045 are in Dhaka, corresponding to 40% of the total 
registered transports in Bangladesh (BRTA, 2012). There are also the non-motorised 
ones, which in fact are the most dominant mode of transport used mostly by the lower 
and middle-income group. In fact, a 2010 study by Dhaka Transport Coordination 
Authority (DTCA) shows “more than 40% of the city trips are served by walking and 
rickshaw”  (as  cited  in  Hoque,  Borua  Ahsan,  &  Alam,  2012,  p.  5). 
Of all Dhaka’s  transports,  bus  is  the  most  widely  used  road  transport  service  
by general public. Other public and private road transports include auto rickshaws, 
commonly known as CNGs (derived from compressed natural gas, used as fuel), 
Mishuks (battery operated three wheelers, a lighter and more vulnerable form of 
CNGs), tampoos, taxicabs, trucks, mini buses, rickshaw vans, pick-up vans, human 
haulers, traditional cycle rickshaws and the new battery operated rickshaws.  
Interestingly, outside their ceremonial usage, Tomtoms or horse drawn carriages are 
also used as public road transport in some part of Old Dhaka.  
However, what is of significance in this mixed traffic fleet in the context of 
the present research is the often-neglected aspect about them – their appearance. How 
does the sight of such an assortment of heterogeneous sizes, shapes and colours affect 
the onlooker? More so as all these moving and heaving vehicles are like flamboyant 
canvasses, too radiant to go unnoticed. Transport art is a common popular art form in 
Dhaka. There is hardly any vehicle, which has not been decorated. Rickshaws and 
trucks – the two most antithetical entities on the road – are the most decorated 
vehicles found on Dhaka streets. It is hard to find a free inch of space in the body of a 
rickshaw that is not embellished. Scooters or auto rickshaws in their previous 
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incarnation with two-stroke engine and yellow and black bodies used to be much 
adorned too but in their present uniform green coloured body the creative display has 
been reduced to some writings on the back and sides of the vehicle. Elaborate designs 
are rare on the present day CNG. Buses – both large and small – on the other hand, 
despite having a potentially bigger canvas, are quite bland in their appearance with 
regards to colour and design. The transport art found in them are mostly limited to a 
play with geometric lines with occasional abstract motifs in the background of either 
a monochromatic or a particolored body. However, a lot of interesting inscriptions are 
found on both inside and outside of the vehicle too that require critical attention. 
Overall, the transports of Dhaka despite being considered as only adding to public 
woes, under a different context provide a feast for the eyes with bright strokes of 
colours, adding a lot of radiance to the city streets.  
There is no consensus among scholars regarding the number of rickshaws on 
Dhaka streets. It ranges from 100,000 (Islam 2008: 83) to 250,000-300,000 (N. Islam 
and Osman 1998: 123). One thing that is beyond dispute, however, is that of all the 
transports available, rickshaws remain the most lavishly ornamented. Except from the 
steel framework of its body, almost every inch of a rickshaw is exceedingly 
embellished – be it the hood, the seat cover, the mudguard or the front plank between  
handles. Other than its main body, appliqued work or various other kinds of trinkets 
are attached and hung from every possible supportive joints and parts to enhance the 
overall decoration.  
However, as scholar and art critic Islam (2008) justly notes, the 45 CM X 25 
CM  tin  back  plate  remains  the  heart  of  the  “moving  picture  gallery”  as  it  contains  the  
main   “art   work”   (85).   No   wonder   that   of   all   transport   arts   what   has   been  
phenomenally successful in gaining a lot of critical attention worldwide is rickshaw 
art. It alone offers such versatility in its themes that can be a topic of a separate 
research altogether. For analytical convenience, these paintings can be divided into 
six main thematic categories – rural scenes, cityscapes, nature, mythical and religious, 
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film centred and contemporary issues. The following discussion, however, focuses on 
the  first  two  themes  as  the  most  pertinent  to  the  art  form’s  relevance  to  the  city.  
Rural scenes loom large in majority of the back plates. Many rickshaw artists 
have also attested to this being the most popular and demanded themes on rickshaws. 
This can be explained by the immediate link of the rural countryside with most of the 
people in rickshaw business – starting from the mistri (makers) responsible for the 
body of the rickshaw and its partial decoration, the mohajon (garage owner) of a 
rickshaw garage, the rickshaw painter in charge of the main back plate, seat cover and 
the hood to the puller, occasionally the owner but most of the time driving the 
rickshaw on rental basis. The rural scenes found generally on the rickshaw plates are 
more pronouncedly aspirational as they tend to be overtly idyllic, suggesting an 
absolutely peaceful and serene atmosphere in close proximity to nature and are very 
rarely peopled. See Figure 4 for illustration. Moreover, the rusticity about them is 
devoid of poverty as the houses they depict are all well maintained, widely spread out 
in blissful natural surroundings with every suggestion of sufficiency either in the 
adjacent barn in the open, milking cows or harvestable crops in the field. Even when 
people appear in the scene, they seem to be content, without want and in a 
harmonious coexistence with the wild around them. See Figure 5 below for 
illustration. 
 
Figure 4: A rickshaw plate with an idyllic rural landscape, in a shop at Kazi Alauddin 
Road, Old Dhaka. 
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Figure 5: A village scene depicting women processing rice and a man sitting at the 
back smoking, by artist Ahmad (in Tsuzuki, Kyoichi edited Traffic Art, p 27). 
 
In Figure 5, the people depicted are healthy and neatly dressed that speak of their 
contentment or lack of want if not affluence. The women are seen processing the 
harvest while the domestic fowls peck away. The absence of tension or want is 
conveyed by the leisurely man (probably after his heavy work during harvest season), 
smoking his hookah (waterpipe). Above all, they are placed in a peaceful and serene 
background that is well ordered. In Figure 6, another such rural scene with people, 
tidily dressed girls are seen at play in the river, enjoying fishing with a piece of cloth 
of  a  scarf’s  length,  while  an  unperturbed  swan  looks  on  and  hens  at  the  yard  of  well  
maintained houses graze in the background. 
 
Figure 6: Rural scene with girls fishing in the river  
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The people who draw sustenance from such imaginary are mostly 
impoverished farmers, sometimes displaced by flood, river erosion or are drifters to 
the city in search of work. Such representations of abundance justly cater to their 
aspiration of a sufficient and uncomplicated life in their rural homes from where they 
have been uprooted for diverse reasons. It may be beneficial to note at this point that 
invoking the image of a sufficient and wealthy Bengal is not something that the 
rickshaw painters have generated out of nowhere. The myth of a golden Bengal is a 
recurrent theme in the national and political discourse of the country where nothing 
but a boat and a sheaf of paddy are the electoral symbols of its two major political 
parties.  
What is of significance in this aspirational rural heaven marked by surplus, 
which is more mythical than real, is what it does for the people who indulge in and 
perpetuate this imaginary. Islam (2008), quite aptly speculates that these rural 
migrants or drifters to the city must have found these rural landscapes somewhat 
“emotionally  satisfying”  and   identified  with   them  as   images   they  had  “stowed  away  
in  their  memories  to  return  imaginatively  to  a  past  as  often  as  they  could”  (87).  Many 
migrant informants of this research have also affirmed that the depiction of the rural 
worked   as   a   comfort   zone,  which   felt   “soothing”   while   they   struggled   to   find   their  
feet in the unfavourable and distressing urban atmosphere. Md. Nasiruddin, a 
professional rickshaw painter also attested this to be a conscious effort on his part to 
somehow keep the village alive in the urban setting, no matter how vicariously 
(Personal communication, 12th January, 2012). Thus, the ruralised ideal performs two 
vital roles – restorative and ameliorative, both intricately connected to each other. On 
the one hand it sustains the migrants emotionally in a not so ideal setting, making it 
emotionally bearable, on the other hand, it restores the certainty and existence of 
home for them in a setting where uncertainty holds sway. In the absence of a real 
home in the city the rural migrants make do with this imaginary renditions of a 
mythical other. And they do it to revive and perhaps relive their emotional bondage to 
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what signifies home to them than the actual home itself. Fact is not always 
comforting but fiction can be. Hence, surrounded by idealised images of home help 
assuage the loss of control over the unfamiliar environment in the big city. Thus, the 
home the rickshaw plates depict is more like their aspirational home. This is a dream 
they hope to materialize and return to someday with their accumulated wealth for 
which the city is a strategic location. The return that rarely happens becomes as 
mythical as these renditions. In   this   way,   a   large   part   of   Dhaka’s   imaginary   self  
comprises this spatial other, which remains in a constant dialectic with the urban 
association and exposure, resulting in a change in the black and white divide between 
the city and the country as more aptly demonstrated by the cityscapes in rickshaws.  
The cityscapes, even though are dwindling in number in the rickshaw plates 
of present time, yield an important insight into the imaginary of the city. The city that 
surfaces the back plates of the rickshaw resembles anything but Dhaka, which 
probably is the only big city the artist is familiar with. Contrary to an overcrowded 
and disorderly Dhaka for which the migrants are often held responsible, Islam notes 
that the city projected on the rickshaw is neat and tidy, orderly, without people and 
most importantly without any rickshaws (2008: 87). They are also fantastic in nature 
as all sorts of temporal and spatial anachronisms are transposed in these aspirational 
depictions. Sometimes the city takes on a Venice like look, with water taxis, hanging 
bridge and the elevated expressway with a handful of vehicles on them, while high 
rise, shiny buildings line the urbanscape (Figure 7).  
This almost  deserted  street  (in  Dhaka’s  standard)  by  the  canal  and  the  silver  
mountain at the backdrop, the hanging bridge, the pagoda like structure in the midst 
of modern boxes could have been inspired by an array of postcard views of world 
cities but Dhaka.  
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Figure 7: Cityscape by Ahmed (in Tsuzuki, Kyoichi edited Traffic Art, p 21). 
 
Sometimes a high speed Japanese express train is grafted there in. It is also not 
unlikely to spot strange, mongrel cities with elements from different cities of the 
world like the London bridge, the Eiffel Tower, the Big Ben, or rather a simulacra 
 
Figure  8:  Cityscape  by  R.K.Das  (from  the  artist’s  personal  collection) 
 
of them, grafted onto one scene, sometimes sharing space with local elements – 
parliament house or the national martyrs’ memorial for example. Monuments and 
buildings often take the centre stage. Of all, the Tajmahal on a Lotus is the most 
common and stands alone as a subject. The national memorial for the martyrs of 
liberation war and the parliament building, Ahsan Manzil, the historical Sitara 
Mosque of Old Dhaka are common too.  
Other than this aspect, there is also the surreal aspect of it. The city in traffic 
art is hardly a concrete jungle as prevalent in many other formal representations. A 
train is always running through a green field, sometimes even a tiger or lion 
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dangerously jumping across the passing train. Rickshaw painter Md. Nasiruddin, 
points out how the artist has to maximize on the small space of the backplate by not 
leaving a single inch unpainted. Since hand painted backplates got more expensive 
after the introduction of the screen print, offering a mass reproduction of the same art 
quite cheap, the artist tends not to waste any space in order to offer the best return of 
the money invested by the customer, the artist explains (Personal communication, 12th 
January, 2012). Typical of many rickshaw artists,   Nasiruddin’s   signature   is   rural  
paintings, which he claims comes naturally to him and he said most people like this 
over other themes. Often artists make duplicates from post cards or calendar pictures, 
which explains the presence of the London Bridge or Eiffel Tower. Even while doing 
that Nasiruddin said he prefers natural objects or scenes to use as a filler for the 
remaining space, explaining the presence of animals, birds or rivers and trees in an 
unlikely setting. Nature and her denizens also come to help as they are prevalent 
everywhere in the rickshaws. Peacocks, birds, animals are the most common in the 
appliqué work separately attached on the hood or at the back of the body. Floral 
designs abound on the mudguard or any empty space or panel. The village thus 
remains  at  the  back  of  the  artist’s  mind,  which  he  not  only  uses  for  his  own  emotional  
sustenance but often commodifies as a tangible means to survive in the city. He is not 
alone to do this. Others like him, who  as  Islam  (2008)  observes,  find  this  “repetition  
and reiteration of familiar symbols and images reassur[ing] . . .that they still had a 
link with their roots that migration or even temporary separation threatened to snap 
(87). The imaginary city is thus deployed to negotiate the material city quite tangibly, 
generating money. 
Not only is the material city of hard work, poverty, squalor, and chaos that 
the rickshaw artists and pullers are more familiar with absent from this fantastic and 
magical  renditions,  the  vehicle  itself  which  is  generally  held  responsible  for  Dhaka’s  
pandemoniac traffic situation is never depicted on the city scenes. It seems the 
cityscape cannot but be surrealistic and aesthetic order always makes up for the lack 
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of  it  in  real  life.  As  artist  Nasiruddin  explains:  “No  one  wants  to  see  the  real  picture,  
the squalor and poverty that they are already submerged in. And rickshaws are 
synonymous to all the negative things. So, we offer them their dream, something they 
would  like  to  achieve”  (personal  communication,  12th January, 2012). The sociology 
behind the absence of rickshaws in the artwork it carries, as pointed out by Islam 
(2008) is, thus, a desire for order:  
Could it be possible that the desire for order as manifested in the paintings 
was also a deep-rooted desire for social order without which no progress is 
possible? If there is no progress, a city will then be left dependent on man-
driven, slow and clumsy transport forms like the rickshaw. Clearly, then, the 
aesthetic order that makes rickshaw paintings so charming is linked to a 
larger frame where social order is an important referent (87). 
 
However, there are few exceptions where the rickshaw appears such as a few work 
featuring in exhibitions of rickshaw art (for example, Fukuoka 4th Asian art show, 
1994)  and  some  in  rickshaw  painter  R.  K.  Das’s  collection  of  work  that  he  mentions  
“cater   to   foreign   customers   and   connoisseurs   of   rickshaw   art”   (Personal  
communication, 25th February, 2012). Even there, the city appears spick and span, but 
the other side of urban life can be glimpsed in the perils of the poverty stricken people 
breaking  bricks,  going  unfed  etc.  In  one  of  R.  K.  Das’  cityscapes,  a  rickshaw  features  
but only as a symbol of the anarchic city, where the passengers on board are seen 
being mugged by thugs (Figure 9).  
 
Figure 9: Rickshaw Hijack by R.K. Das (in Tsuzuki (1990) eds. Traffic Art, 1990: 28) 
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In another instance, a rickshaw appears side-by-side beggars and road-side peddlers 
selling their fares in the backdrop of nicely kept, modern buildings of varied heights 
and sizes lining the street. A city of inequality and poverty surfaces. Thus, city scenes 
with rickshaws, generally are divested of the imaginary glory and order and even in 
the artist’s  imagination  the  vehicle  is  seen  as  part  of  the  disorderly  city.   
One cannot but notice the stark contrast in the generally fantasised paintings 
on the rickshaws in use with the ones meant for foreign audience that depict the real 
urban conditions with rickshaws. The obvious disparity does speak for the 
unpopularity of realistic rendition of the city to those directly connected with it. It 
seems that the artist can offer the actual urban conditions to the outsiders (foreigners 
in this case) knowing that they are safely removed and detached from the lived 
reality. On the contrary, people who are intimately connected with the city and those 
who live here, need some sort of filter to negotiate the stark reality, fantasy and magic 
being that filter. Perhaps more than this overt disparity in representations of the city 
for different audience, what emerges from this juxtaposition is the inversion of the 
real by the imaginary or life by art. In the cityscapes in the rickshaws in use, 
imagination is used to make up for life as a strategy to ameliorate the dystopian city 
and to cope with the latter. This popular cultural product, with its casual 
representations thus brings to fore a crucial aspect of how the apparently anarchic city 
is negotiated by ordinary city dwellers, something that cannot be articulated by the 
guiding principle of the formal representations – logic or order. 
Apart from rickshaws, trucks, also known as the king and the greatest bully 
on the road carry a lot of interesting artwork based on both texts and images. Unlike 
rickshaws,   a   truck’s   colossal   body   provides   ample   scope   to   indulge   in   colours   and  
bold strokes. The themes of artwork in trucks are predominantly the rural followed by 
the  urban  landscape.  It’s  wooden  frame,  door,  roof,  chassis  and  every  other  tiny  bit  of  
space is amply embellished with colourful drawings. Figure 10 below illustrates the 





Figure 10: Text and image become one. The text reads, Shadharon Poribohon 
(General Transport). Photo my Safia Azim. 
 
The   words   on   the   elongated   side   planks   of   the   truck   in   Figure   10   read   “General 
Transport,” which have been transformed into art by painting in every possible 
crevices that the letters create. Instead of using patterns and colours to fill the space, 
the artist prefers to paint a stretch of sceneries. Fields, river, boats, ships, birds etc. 
appear in perfect sync with the partial brick walls here or a multi-storied house by a 
metalled road there. Interestingly the scenes alternate after every couple of letters and 
greenery remain the link between them making the transition not very obvious. Also, 
there are the colour coordinated peacocks lining the whole side plank connecting the 
subtle duality. 
Even when traditional properties of the city such as durable, big houses or 
cars  are  in  the  forefront  of  the  artwork,  the  “spatial  other”  blends in. For instance, in 
Figure 11 below, a villa and a car are placed in a landscaped background, which is 
more like a garden house away from the city and placed amidst pure nature 
symbolized by the river, mountains, trees and birds flying out synchronously. 
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Figure 11: A car and a villa at the back of a truck. Photo by Safia Azim 
 
What is of significance in this play with rural and urban is the attempt to merge what 
we tend to see as dichotomous entities – the village and the city. Hardly are they 
found in isolation in these popular cultural products. One flows into the other either 
as a backdrop or as transition. In most of the cases with trucks, the city appears either 
at the back convertible door or the crest on the front and representations of nature and 
natural objects and countryside surround it from all sides. In the long running chassis 
of a truck, it seems as if it traces a movement if not progression from one to the other 
in either direction (vertical or horizontal), which aptly reflects the truck   drivers’   or  
other  associates’  own  journey  to  and  from  these  two  points  of  reference.  This  forever  
merging common land between the two – however aspirational – is a phantasmic 
reality of urban life for most of the city dwellers who have at some point migrated 
from rural parts of the country to this dizzying metropolis or have some connections 
with the ancestral homes. Overall, these renditions make space for what eludes the 
formal discourse on the city, the imaginary other city that is part and parcel of 
everyday reality of Dhaka. 
The other traffic art found in CNGs, Mishuks and busses are mostly text 
based, insightful nonetheless. Like the themes of rickshaw art, there is a recurrent 
222 
pattern in the inscriptions found in CNGs and Buses. Other than the obligatory 
informative   instructions  written   on   the  vehicles’  body  necessary   for   their  operation,  
the writings found on them can be categorized into four groups – religious, moralistic 
or didactic, social concerns, and those directly addressing the traffic on the road. 
The generic informative texts are those carrying necessary information for 
public such as destinations and routes, identification – names of service and numbers. 
Other than these pure information, there are some more interesting generic 
inscriptions too. Bharay Chalito (literally, run by rent) which simply means the 
vehicle  is  “for  hire”  and  some  information  like  the  phone  number  of  the  police  control  
room (shortened PCR) are a common sight on the green rexine hood, cover and the 
metal body of the four stroke three wheeler. See figure 12 below for illustration. 
 
Figure 12: Informative texts on a CNG 
 
These auto rickshaws are supposed to be for hire, yet they choose to write the obvious 
for functional reasons. They work as an identification mark, necessitated by the 
presence of some auto rickshaws that are apparently not for hire, and that come with 
the  inscription  “Private”  emblazoned  on  them  (Figure  13).   
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             Figure 13: Dubiously private CNG. Photo by Al Amin 
 
It is not for nothing that auto rickshaws have become synonymous with 
public menace on the road now a days. Metered fare has been successfully dodged by 
the clever drivers and owners of the vehicles.113 What is left of that injunction is the 
meter itself, which only makes a mockery of that injunction. Dhaka Metropolitan 
Police (DMP) in its futile effort to enforce the traffic laws made it obligatory to write 
the phone number of the police control room on every CNG and Mishuk so that 
people can instantly complain about any misconduct or violation of law by the driver 
ranging from not going by the meter to denying to go to a destination for no obvious 
reasons. Yet, the reality is that no one ever makes these calls, as one long-term 
resident pointed out:  
When violation is the norm, I can’t  but  be  complicit.  I’ll  risk  being  a  laughing  
stock by complaining about one errant taxi driver, when every CNG you 
board  practises  this  ‘no  meter  policy.’  Getting  a  transport  to  and  from  work  is  
already  a  tough  task.  I  don’t  want  to  waste  more  time  and  make it worse for 
myself.  
Hence, these anarchic drivers flaunt the PCR number at their back while flouting all 
regulations and laws they are supposed to abide by without any hesitation or fear. The 
public due to their already pressed life becomes a complicit in propagating such 
violation of  laws  on  the  road.  “Private”  CNGs  are  another  ploy  to  evade laws further.                                                              113 The Autorickshaw Service Rules 2007 by the Ministry of Communications state that the driver of a CNG is legally bound to go to any distance at a metered fare determined by the government - 25 TK for the first 2 KM and 7.64 TK for each subsequent KMs and 1.40 TK as waiting charge per minute. None of these rules are followed by the CNG drivers. 
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When the government stopped issuing further registration for the commercial usage 
of these green rickshaws, some fraudulent businessmen bought and registered these 
meter less vehicles under private transport laws, thereby not only shirking the tax for 
commercial   usage   but   stirring   up   a   hornets’   nest   for   the   city   dwellers.114 Therefore, 
grey, ash, or pink coloured private auto rickshaws, without meters, are as much a 
common sight now as the green ones and people do not hesitate flagging them down 
unperturbed   by   the   inscription   “private”   on   them.   The   unruly   CNGS   with   their  
dubious inscriptions are thus a regular daily reminder for the city dweller of the 
conspicuous lawlessness prevalent in the larger society.  
 Other than the obligatory ones discussed above, the most common among the 
eclectic mix of inscriptions on the three wheelers are religious messages like the 
name of Allah in Arabic, religious injunctions   like   “Do  your  prayers,” “Allah   is   all  
powerful,”  “Prayers  are  key  to  heaven,” “If  Allah  is  with  you,  no  one  can  harm  you,”  
“Allah   is   your  best   friend”  and   the   like. There   are  didactic   lessons   too:   “Pride  goes  
before fall,” “Greed  begets  sin  and  sin  death,”  “Respect  your  mother.” “The  highest  
court in the  world  is  your  conscience”  among  all. Some messages, however, generate 
social  awareness  like  “Smoking  is  injurious  to  health,”  “Plant  more  trees”  to  name  a  
few. There are occasional social commentaries too. For example, a strange mix of 
advice   appeared  on  a  CNG  saying  “Plant   trees;;   save   the   environment”   followed  by  
“Don’t  go  abroad  after  marriage.”  While   one   is   dedicated   to  make   the   environment  
better, the other one is intended for family. There could be many possible 
explanations behind these suggestions. It could refer to the popular imaginary that 
heaven lies abroad and the following disillusionment afterwards, which in many cases 
turns out to be misfortunate. It is also possible to have generated out of life 
                                                             114 The commercial use of the vehicle started in 2002 with 13000 auto rickshaws. Statistics shows that there are more than 200000 auto rickshaws in the country including the illegal ones. An investigative report on Independent TV on the CNG menace broadcast on May 27th, 2013 claimed that approximately 1500 meter less private autorickshaws are commercially in use in Dhaka. In addition to that nearly 4500 illegal auto rickshaws of different capacities are plying the streets of the capital city. 
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experiences that may have seen disintegration of joint families due to the family 
head’s  or  main  earning  member’s  (mostly  husband  or  son)  choice  to  move  abroad  in  
search of better living. Such predilections are very often considered as a direct 
outcome of changed priorities ensued by marriage. Typical of the mindset of any 
patriarchal society, it is always the wife or daughter-in-law who is to be blamed for 
any unwise decision the son takes after marriage, which explains the reference to 
marriage.  
However, the most interesting insights into the city and its people are 
provided by the last category of the inscriptions on auto rickshaws and busses that are 
directed to their fellows on the road, i.e. to the traffic itself. Less indeed is more when 
it comes to these inscriptions as they say volumes about the nature of driving in 
Dhaka streets and what to expect. The most common cautionary remarks found on 
smaller  transports  in  general  are  “Don’t  push,” “Thank  you  for  not  pushing,”  “Engine  
at   the  back.  Don’t  push,” “I’m  small,  don’t  hit  me,” in small vans and almost every 
other   auto   rickshaws   and   Mishuks   and   “Keep   100   yards   away”   on   mostly   bigger  
vehicles, like trucks and busses. See Figure 14 and 15 below for illustration. 
Figure  14:  “I’m  small.  Don’t  hit  me”  on  a  small  pick  up  van.  Photo  by  Faisal  Amin. 
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Figure   15:   The   Bangla   words   at   the   back   of   the   CNG   read   “Thank   you   for   not  
pushing." 
 
Inscriptions like these instantly prepare one for the reckless aggressive driving 
perceived in Dhaka streets and the hierarchy on the road. A cursory glance at them 
tells one about the physical proximity in which vehicles are driven on Dhaka streets. 
Such close encounters are all but expected. There are also some awareness generating 
messages   such   as   “your   life   is   more   valuable   than   time.”   Verses   from   holy   Quran  
related to safety on the road are a common sight inside CNGs, Taxis, Mishuks, and 
Buses too. Altogether, these draw our attention to the epidemic that is reckless and 
often unskilled driving in a city where death in road accident is anything but 
unexpected and where ordinary people hold rallies demanding natural death.115 The 
government statistics claims more than 3000 people die in road accident on average 
every year, even though the Accident Research Institute (ARI) claims treble the 
number. According to WHO, in 2007 alone a total 2034 people died in road accidents 
(Editorial, Prothom Alo, 16/08/2011). Another finding by ARI shows that among the                                                              115 At the wake of the loss of 41 school students in Chittagong and two prominent media    personalities near Dhaka in road accidents, an unprecedented  sit-on was held in Dhaka on the  Eid day in protest	  of	  the	  Government’s	  failure to maintain a safe communication system in the country and demanding natural death (The Daily Star, 24/08/2011).  
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number of people dying in road accidents 58% are pedestrians, 29% passengers, and 
13% drivers, which says a lot about the erratic traffic behaviour and that of the people 
on the road, which often are responsible for these accidents (Prothom Alo, 
17/08/2011, p12). 
The social messages found on the transports are very enlightening too in 
terms of the concerns that beset an ordinary city dweller. For example, consider this 
pithy  observation  on  the  perils  of  the  travellers  on  the  road  found  on  a  CNG:  “Birds  
fly away to their nest, but commuters keep waiting  for  a  CNG.”  This  can  be  seen  as  a  
complacent remark especially when it is being flaunted on the very vehicle, which is 
causing the problem. But, seen differently this is no less a recurrent reminder and a 
caustic critique of the failure of the city in terms of provisions and regulations, where 
the public transport service is given to complete anarchy. This is the city, dwellers 
have to negotiate everyday and this is one of the concerns that significantly afflict 
their daily life. In fact, catching a CNG  on  time  one  feels  “as  victorious  as  winning  a  
game  or  a  lottery”  as  one  long-term resident remarked. In terms of representation this 
is  more  close  to  the  intimate  city  and  resonates  with  the  dweller’s  feelings,  emotions  
and experiences of the everyday Dhaka.  
The bus, as mentioned earlier mostly play with vertical or horizontal lines yet 
are important in giving a rare insight into the behaviour of public on the streets. A 
quick look at commonly found writings inside buses, human haulers and tampoos will 
remind one of the expected public behaviour (mostly male behaviour) in Dhaka. The 
separate  seating  arrangement  for  “women/children/disabled”  in  front  of  the  bus  by  the  
driver’s   side,   succinctly   expresses   how   an   able   bodied   healthy   woman   is   no   less  
vulnerable  to  the  male  dominated  urban  world.  There  are  other  imperatives  too:  “Be  
decent”   (Figure   16),   “Your  manners   speak   for   your   family”,   “Keep   alert  with   your  
pocket  and  mobile”  reminding  the  passenger  of the pickpockets in the bus. These very 
inscriptions are enough telltale signs for a passenger for what to expect on the way. 
There   is   also   “No   changes   for   50,   100,   500  Taka   note”   which   alludes   to   the   brisk  
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exchange of money between the passenger and the helper that needs to happen at a 
lightening speed to save more time. 
 
 
Figure 16: Be Decent. Photo by Al Amin 
 
Messages   referring   to   social   and  moral  behaviour,   such  as  “No  eve-teasing,” “Plant  
more trees, save your environment,” “Follow  traffic  laws”  are  frequently  seen  at  the  
back or side of buses, CNGs or Mishuks. These are the integral constituents of urban 
life in Dhaka, some are concerns and problems that dwellers have to brave everyday, 
like those precautionary instructions written inside vehicles. Transport art is not about 
generating social awareness, nor do they have any directly related agenda to represent 
the city. They can be as vain as possible in the messages they impart; yet they are rich 
with the texture of Dhaka, resonate with the daily concerns, feelings and emotions of 
its people and provide clues to the ways people navigate the city in the most integral 
way possible by any representations.  
8.2. The City on the Walls 
Walls of Dhaka are rarely blank. In fact, they are profusely written over. However, 
what one sees on the walls are most of the time not very aesthetically pleasing and are 
rather   considered   as   “defacement   of   walls”   than   art   (New   Age,   14th April, 2013). 
Except for walls in few areas (Institute of Fine Arts, Bangla Academy) and during 
specific times of the year (International Mother Language Day or Victory Day), 
graffiti in Dhaka has a very banal look and feel about them. They are mostly 
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commercial in nature, advertising products and services of various natures, publicity 
of political leaders or parties, or sometimes contain messages with political demands 
or those generating social awareness. Figure 17 shows some of the common writings 
found on the walls of Dhaka. 
 
Figure 17: Advertisement for consumer products and services followed by social 
awareness raising messages about terrorism, drug addiction and corruption.  
 
Apparently, this array of inscriptions have nothing to do with the city, but similar to 
transport art, a very lively and an intimate city flickers through the run-of-the mill 
advertisements they display. When pieced together these shards reflect more of the 
lived Dhaka one is familiar with than the one found in the official records.  
 The Dhaka City Corporation (DCC) authority names no less than 25 types of 
signage in use in the city in its advertisement guideline, 2009. DCC does not 
explicitly support any kind of wall writing or graffiti and the closest guideline it has 
for  such  usage  is  under  “wall  sign”  which  is  limited  to  a  display  of names of stores to 
be placed in their own respective premises (DCC Advertisement Guide Line, 2009). 
Yet, unauthorised and unsolicited writings on the walls go unabated, incurring public 
vexation and indignation alike. The “Graffiti   Writing   and   Poster   Sticking Control 
Act,  2012”  only  came  into  force  on April 1, 2013, which made scrawling graffiti and 
pasting posters on public and private property across the country a penal offence, with 
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a  fine  of  up   to  15,000  TK  and  15  days  of   imprisonment  (“No poster, no Graffiti on 
walls”, The Daily Star, February 8. 2012, p. 1). Before this, no definite rules existed 
for   hand   painted   advertisements   on   the   wall.   However,   “DCC   highly   discourages  
writings on low walls, and has fined many institutions for commercially using the 
walls at the rate of 50 TK per square feet,” claims Asaduzzaman of Waste 
Management Unit of Dhaka North City Corporation (personal communications, 1st 
February, 2012). Most of the dab of bold colours on the walls of Dhaka for 
commercial purposes, thus, are illegal. When there is a company involved DCC can 
sue them but smaller scale offenders such as private tutors or coaching centres remain 
hard to nab. There are a lot of stray messages too that continue to be an eyesore, yet 
remain as a regular anomaly beyond the control of the city authority. Ironically, one 
of   the   very   common   inscriptions   on   Dhaka   walls   remain   “Writing   on   the   wall   is  
forbidden”   or   “Do   not   write   on   the   wall”   or   “Postering   is   forbidden”,   which   gets  
smeared over by more graffiti or submerged in posters none the less. See Figure 18 
below for illustration.  
 
Figure 18: Postering on the wall is prohibited 
 
Some   even   go   further   simulating  an  authoritative   stance  with  messages   as:   “Do  not  
write on the wall. 100 TK fine,” which instead of deterring the vandals, only attract 
more attention. In a country where lawmakers are not being able to enforce major 
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laws, such injunctions coming from private property owners are hardly given any 
credence.  
As a result, no one takes these injunctions seriously and even if it says the 
injunction comes from an authority as seen in Figure 19 below, that does not lessen 
the chances of the order being flouted by any means. The board on the wall makes 
every effort to look like an official notice in stark black and white and it also states 
“As  per   the  order  of   the   authority,” even though the identity of the authority is not 
revealed.  
 
Figure 19: Disposing garbage and urinating prohibited here – Ordered by authority. 
  
Thus,   Dhaka’s   walls   by   their   very   violated   look   and vulnerable presence 
reflect and enforce the popular imagination of the city as one that nurture a culture of 
rule breaking, a spirit of transgression and bawdiness on a regular basis. In light of 
such context the city dwellers and even the city authority have no reason to be 
enthusiastic about the newly enacted Graffiti Writing and Poster Sticking Control 
Act, 2012. In fact, officials in Dhaka South City Corporation (DSCC) have been 
reported to have admitted “There  had  been  no  move   to   enforce   the   law.  Many laws 
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are enacted in this country with no or limited enforcement, one official said   ‘This  
law is like that. Actually, no one knows about the law and no one came to us to seek 
permission   for   pasting   posters   or  writing   graffiti’”(DSCC turns blind eye to illegal 
wall writings, posters. New Age. 14th April, 2013.). 
 As for the content of these wall writings, they can be divided into three basic 
types: political, social and commercial. The political ones are of two types – either 
publicity oriented or issue based. Political publicity by wide spread postering on 
every available space is a very common sight. Generally, publicity oriented graffiti 
carries greetings to city dwellers on special occasions like New Year, Eid-Ul-iFtr, 
Eid-Ul-Azha etc. from a member of a local party office from a specific ward (smallest 
administrative unit of a city) on behalf of the main political group. In most cases, the 
name or image of the local party official features in conjunction with or in the back 
drop of a colossal image of the party leader and the logo. Issue based political 
writings are those where any political organization, club, forum, party etc. vents their 
critique of or grievance against the political opponents. Common issues include hartal 
dependent politics, price hike, rampant violence among all. 
Messages, visuals intended to generate public awareness by social activists 
fall into the second category. They can be large or small scale and sometimes can be 
occasion based. For example: during special days like international mother language 
day, many organisations – both small and large scale – take over the city walls to 
support the day and the use of the mother tongue.  Other  than  that,  messages  like  “Say  
no to Dowry,” “Say  no  to  drugs,” “Send  your  children  to  school,” “Be  frugal  in  your  
use   of   electricity”   are   typical   social   awareness   raising   graffiti   that   are   commonly  
sighted on Dhaka walls irrespective of locality or occasion. These are often time 
posted by any local club, forum, student organization or social activists as part of 
some awareness generating programmes. See Figure 20 for illustration. 
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Figure  20:  “Say  no  to  dowry” 
 
Of all wall writings, what has become almost a havoc is the commercial one. They 
are anywhere and everywhere. Any empty space be it on a vehicle, private property, 
state land, over head bridge, side walls of a fly over down to a transformer box or 
TNT cable box, nothing is left unused by the street vandals. Starting from 
individually posted to-lets to advertisement of commercial goods and services the city 
walls have them all. The city walls do not just say the obvious, i.e. how the city is 
under a tight grip of consumer culture; looking closely at the items advertised and the 
frequency in which they appear in different localities, it is possible to see the 
priorities and standards that are being insinuated into the psyche of the city dwellers.  
Dhaka’s   problems   know   no   bounds   and   they   are   all   very   overtly   visible   – 
such as transport, over crowding, inequality, lawlessness to name a few. If one cares 
to look at the city walls, there emerge some other kinds of problems that gnaw at 
silently yet steadily, corroding away the salubrious life force of the city and its 
people. The most recurrent ads on the wall are those by institutions, individuals 
offering tuition, coaching and other learning aids of a varied nature – from subject 
specific tuitions to all rounded development for school, college and university 
students and for those preparing for public service or for study abroad.  
Private tuition or coaching in this context refers to imparting education 
commercially outside schools. There are also innumerable art academies, cultural 
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training schools for dance, song, recitation, news presentation, all of which stress how 
important it is to groom a well-rounded personality. What strikes one in these 
advertisements are their target oriented and competitive approach. Almost all offer 
some sort of assurance, guarantee and time frame as a marketing gimmick:   “   Pass  
Degree in 19 days only!,” “For  a  guaranteed A+ in Chemistry in S.S.C and H.S.C.,” 
“A+  guaranteed   in  Math  and  English,” “  Be   trained  and  groomed  for  Close-Up One 
and Channel I Shera Kontho.”116 See figure 21 for illustration. Capitalising on the 
surrounding uncertainty in every field of life, some sort of assurance and rhetorical 
claims, albeit unsubstantiated help market mentorship and guidance in any form. 
Teachers are institutions themselves and reign supreme on Dhaka walls.  
 
Figure  21:  Teachers  and  coaching  academies  rule  Dhaka’s  walls. 
 
There are coaching centres for preschoolers to university students offering guaranteed 
admission into renowned schools, colleges and universities in Dhaka. Mushrooming 
coaching centres are no less a public menace as they have become an alternative 
education system altogether but only for a privileged class who can afford the 
expense outside school, there by widening the social disparity even further. Teachers 
have often been accused of many questionable and unprofessional practices like 
forcing students to take tuitions and giving out exam questions in the name of 
“coaching”   students,   prioritizing   some   subjects   over   others,   which   in   the   long   run  
                                                             116 These are popular singing talent hunt shows on two Bangladeshi private TV channels.   
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destroys the   student’s   individual   learning   ability.   These graffiti in their relentless 
marketing also point out how our education system encourages rote learning and set 
standards at the cost of creativity and individuality in a growing child. Amidst these 
self-publicity these advertisements do bring the rust in the education system into fore 
with self-reflexive  insights  like:  “Rote  learning  kills  talent,” “There  are  many  ways  to  
solve  a  mathematical  problem  but  one.”  Yet,  by  prioritising  their  way  as  the  only  way  
to learn, in which students are expected to regurgitate   the   “notes”   written   in   a  
language which is not their own, the coaching and notes dependent education system 
kills the love for creative learning and enjoyment inherent in exploring a subject. 
Moreover, by offering a ready help they instill a perpetual fear of not being enough. 
By  making  access  to  help  always  available  at  one’s  doorstep,  they  only  make  people  
feel more vulnerable and inadequate.  
While   these   coaching   and   tuition   providers’   only   goal   is   to  make   space   for  
themselves in a relentless world of competition, they inadvertently reveal a graver 
crisis that needs to be taken care of. One is made to feel the urgency to be in the 
competition from as early as primary school. Only the nature of competition changes 
from schools to jobs to ownership of property as the changing advertisements on the 
wall metaphorically represent. Thus, the stress of being on the run and not being 
enough engulfs the city dwellers quite visually by these colourful reminders all 
around.  They also provide clues to the reasons behind the stress level of city life in 
the context of a developing world that eventually leads to a pathological reserve, 
which cannot be described in the western conceptual frame of anomie and boredom 
alone. The reserve in the context of a city like Dhaka is an outcome of more pressing 
and practical needs like lack of time, money and trust that leave no scope for free 
socialisation. The often cited restrain in people observed in cities like Dhaka is more 
a worldly-wise, time saving survival strategy than a product of loneliness or 
frustration with urban life. 
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Another common help that are on offer on the walls is rehabilitation centres 
for mental health problems and drug addiction. Even a decade back their presence 
was not strong enough but one encounters these comparatively less talked about 
problems, in the open more regularly in the form of these advertisements of different 
scales and statures. Various public awareness raising projects by social activist 
organisations also do a lot of publicity for issues like AIDS and addiction, which 
coupled with the availability of clinics or professional aids have made these issues 
more approachable than ever before. Their increasing visibility only suggests that 
there are corresponding number of people in need of them.  
Overall, as with the other chance discourses, here too the city with its local 
flavour and social conditions oozes out from the avowedly commercial ventures, all 
the more reasons they should be taken into consideration by the academics and 
sociologist of the city.   
8.3. The City on Billboards 
Billboards, like wise have a ubiquitous presence in Dhaka so much so that 
many terms it as a city of billboards now. Not only are they everywhere, they are 
colossal and visually dominating.  
 
Figure 22: A city of Billboards.  
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Unlike graffiti and posters, billboards are also supported by the city authority as a 
means of advertisement. In fact, billboards generate high revenue for the city 
corporation. In 2010-2011financial year alone DCC earned approximately 105 
million taka from billboards on both corporation and private land (Asaduzzaman, 
personal communication, 1st February, 2012). In the financial year 2010-2011, DCC 
listed 436 Billboard on the corporation land and 596 more approved under private 
properties or in lands owned by different institutions (Ibid). This figure corresponded 
to the billboards on the corporation land under a united DCC. There was more 
signage outside them such as – mega sign, newspaper booth sign, direction sign, 
identity sign etc. that altogether amounted to 31957 in addition to 1032 billboards. 
Moreover, with complete disregard to DCC’s   directive   against   installation   of 
billboards at a place obstructing the view of the street or causing harm to the beauty 
of the city, countless other unapproved and illegal billboards and signboards of 
diverse shapes and forms aggravate the situation. DCC holds a regular eviction drive 
to pull them down every Thursdays of the week, as Asaduzzaman explained. 
However, there is no definite list of these illegal billboards but anything outside those 
approved by DCC are torn down periodically.  
Content wise, billboards are mostly used for commercial purposes with 
sporadic usage for social awareness generating drives. Of the commercial ones, real 
estate reigns supreme on the billboards of Dhaka. Hence the much coveted dream 
house or a piece of heaven on earth draws the city dweller at every turn of the road. 
The merchandising of dreams is no different than what is seen on the real estate 
brochures. Here too they circulate the same aspirations relying heavily on the softer 
yet relative associations of the city. Since the marketed image of the city is a 
continuation  of  those  found  on  brochures  of  realtors  such  as  “No  longer  a  dream,  but  
your   real   address!”   “Your   dream  world   in   our   yard”   all   referring   to   a   house   in   the  
city, I shall not rerun the same discussion here. But by their stupendous presence, 
billboards do strengthen and help perpetuate those marketed image of Dhaka as the 
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gold pot of real estate, accentuating and validating the dwellers need of ownership as 
the only goal of their life.  
Other advertisements too have clear-cut messages for their respective target 
customers. What is to be noted is the presence and feel of the everyday city that 
glimmers through these unexpected sources. Take for example the following 
advertisement of a cooling hair oil on a billboard adjacent to the busy Farmgate road 
intersection, one of the busiest in   the   city.   The   tagline   used   is:   “Late   in   office   for  
traffic  jam?  Keep  your  cool.”  The  situation  evokes  the  sense  of  helplessness  that  city  
dwellers are made to adjust with daily due to the proverbial traffic gridlock, an 
inseparable part of travelling on Dhaka roads. Another online bill payment service 
invokes the same helplessness by the image of an aspirational car with wings flying 
over the jam-packed Dhaka streets,   saying:   “You   can’t   fly   but   you   can   dodge   the  
Dhaka   traffic   by   paying   your   bills   online.”   Traffic congestion that figured most 
inextricably in the mindscape of Dhaka as an iconic living experience, found an 
adequate representation in these cultural trivia. Similarly, an advertisement of a baker 
on a building at Chankharpul says  “Eat  responsibly,  wherever, whatever,” referring to 
a much graver urban problem – the rampant adulteration of food that adds to the 
overall air of suspicion prevailing in the city. In both instances, the popular 
representation of the everyday reality of the city acknowledge the problems and do 
perpetuate the fear but without risking a negation of the city as such. They are not out 
and out negative. They refer to a constant call for use   of  one’s  own   discretion  as   a  
survival technique to brave the adversities, which Dhaka probably has too many.  
Another  much  popular  advertisement  for  a  campaign  “get  changed  and  bring  
change”  by  the  daily  Prothom Alo in order to raise awareness in bringing in positive 
changes   in   one’s   own   behaviour   to   affect   greater   changes   in   society   is   also   worth  
mention here. With a picture of men hiding their heads in individual mounds of sand 
the  advertisement  says,  “We  want  a  life  of  a  human  not  ostrich”  alluding  to  the  large  
bird’s  alleged  propensity   to  bury   its  head   in  sand  when  it  senses  danger.  The  bird   is  
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used as a metaphor for generic public indifference towards not acting responsibly to 
others. This once again brings to light the debate regarding insensitivity of people 
towards their fellow being, as shared by many informants of this research. 
Interestingly, intangible qualities like trust, dependence, love, respect, 
feelings surface in many of these colossal advertisements even outside real estate, be 
it of fast moving consumer goods or other services and products. By capitalising on 
these qualities that are relative and beyond measure they constantly bring to fore the 
invisible and oneiric properties of the city that are strategic for negotiating the city, 
even in their absence. These huge visuals are bound to dominate the vision of anyone 
out in the open. Hence the rhetoric of dream, aspiration, frustration and problems of 
the city that they indirectly circulate and the everyday city that glimmers through 
them do find strong resonance with the public more than the distant and generic 
representations of the city found in the authoritative discourse. What one encounters 
on the go, out in the open everyday, thus, are no less resourceful about the city than 
what  is  known  as  “legitimate  knowledge”  officially.  Take  for  example  the  following  
instruction running digitally at a traffic signal by the Dhaka Metropolitan Police 
(DMP): “Do  not  drive  at  your  whims  criss-crossing the road  like  a  fish  in  the  water”  
or “Do   not   drive   your   motorcycle   on   the   footpath.” They say more than just a 
customary  “follow  traffic  signals”  reminder.  Footpaths  are  not  for  vehicles  any  ways,  
yet pedestrians giving way to bikers on a footpath is more than a common sight in 
Dhaka. This is how those few, to be lucky enough to be on a slimmer and lighter 
vehicle, often tend to eschew the heavy traffic on the road. Once again like the 
writings at the back of vehicles, they are a commentary on the traffic behaviour 
perceived in the streets of Dhaka and which may not necessarily be very urban in 
nature. The effort in the first injunction is to remind the man on the road of his 
changed circumstances by accentuating the difference between the city and the 
village, where most of the city dwellers are thought to have a mental belonging. In the 
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village, movements at   one’s  will   is   hardly   impeded   and   never   choreographed   as   in  
busy streets of a city.  
In addition, DMP signs have an intriguing colloquial feel about them. For 
example, another DMP sign at Farmgate leading to Kazi Nazrul Islam Avenue reads 
“Do  not   even   think  of   stopping  here.”  This probably is directed to bus drivers who 
have a tendency to stop anywhere in the road but the designated bus stops, often 
narrowing down a busy road and increasing the traffic trail. The injunction in its very 
wordings also alludes to a behaviour that results from a long standing habituation 
with unrestricted movements such as in a rural setting – from which a majority of the 
bus drivers hails. Many of these past associations are carried over and kept alive in 
the changed circumstances through their habits and social behaviour. These reminders 
and invocation by none other than the city authority thus sustain such remembrance. 
The way these instructions are given out for public view, there is recognition of the 
people’s   imaginary   city   and   the   constant   dialectic   between   the   material   and   the  
intangible city that is missing in the otherwise official representations of the city. 
Also to be noted is the fact that such recognition even if coming from one of the city 
authorities is allowed to surface only in the streets among the many signage that are 
never considered as an important record of the formal city. The imaginary city thus 
oozes out from amidst the already defined yet limited vision of the formal city, which 
consciously denies any place for it.  
8.4. The City Distributed Hand to Hand 
Of all advertisement mediums, leaflets and posters are the most economical and 
commonly used by small-scale business organisations and entrepreneurs. However, 
their popularity lies not only in their being financially viable only. They have a lot to 
do with many furtive practices in that they offer a way out for businesses that are not 
quite legal or have eschewed proper registration with the concerned authority. 
Properly registered companies, which are well acclaimed and have made good, 
normally do not prefer this mode of advertising, which is labour intensive and 
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surreptitious in nature. The most common businesses that thrive on publicity by 
leaflet and postering are alternative medicine practices, mostly small scale ones – 
both genuine and fake. Homeo and herbal treatment, which are quite common 
alternative medicine practices often take recourse to this mode of publicity due to 
their small budget for the same. This, however, is the most popular publicity mode by 
the quack doctors, mostly a jack-of-all-trades ranging from asthma and rheumatic to 
sexual diseases. These are people who have no legal license or trade registration with 
the government and operate stealthily.  
 What more can they tell us about the city? They may by no means be about 
the city but they sure are about the people who live in the city and who have no 
representation in the formal city. This chance discourse provide rare insights into the 
psyche of the city dwellers, their priority, inhibitions and often time give clues as to 
why people in the city behave the way they do. The two sided 4-6 inches colour 
leaflets costing from TK 400-600 per 1000 pieces depending on hard or soft paper, 
are poignant examples of a male city that Dhaka is. What they publicise and sell often 
belie the generally marketed image of Dhaka streets under the control of a 
progressive march of empowered female work force in the formal discourse. It only 
takes one to live in the city to know this for a fact. When virility alone constitutes 
manliness and sexual disorder, incapacities, diseases are socially denigrating 
incurring judgments from others, a show of this limited manliness is all but expected. 
That is why in many places like Dhaka, men behaving aggressively towards women 
in public places are more regular than exception. However, sex itself is a tabooed 
social subject in general and no one talks about it in public, which calls for these 
furtive practices that euphemistically and quite aptly refer to sexual problems as 
goponio shomoshsha (secret problems). But sexual diseases are not gender biased and 
are found in both men and women alike yet no one can be open about their sexual 
ailments in fear of public retort. For men, the situation is socially complicated, as it 
readily becomes an attack on their manliness involving and threatening the power 
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structure and overall status quo in the family. Making women scapegoats for male 
infertility and the lack of interest in men in seeking medical help in this regard  is a 
regular manifestation of that fear of getting branded as less virile or less a man. It is 
more so for the economically disadvantaged class that cannot seek expert help. The 
quack  doctors’  business  thrive  on  these  very  human  frailty  and  they  reach  out  to  their  
prospective customers by randomly distributing theses leaflets with details of 
different ailments and a promise of cure with guarantee of immediate result as quick 
as within 24 hours! There are countless of these unregistered alternative medical 
professionals, who provide services to especially male customers of a divers age 
range. A quick look at a sample of such leaflets will reveal how the un-talked about 
inhibitions,   fears   and   problems   of   sexual   nature,   and   pressure   of   “performing   the  
man”   is   less   a   privilege   and   more   a   challenge for a man. Assuring secrecy and 
anonymity these small-scale entrepreneurs capitalize on such fears that exist yet 
cannot be articulated in public.  
I shall cite a few examples here to illustrate this point. A supposedly herbal 
massage cream for men   starts   by   these   catchwords:   “Embarrassment!   Fear!!  
Frustration!!!  No  more  inadequacies”;;  two  more  instances  – a capsule and one herbal 
lotion   invoke   the   same   with   a   bit   more   detailed   description:   “Scared   of   getting  
married? Feeling embarrassed before your   wife?”   Yet   another   sexual performance 
enhancing  herbal   treatment  gives  confidence   to  be  “as  strong  as  a  tiger,  effective  as  
bullets.  See  the  result  in  2  hours!”  After tapping on the right keys – fear, frustration, 
embarrassment in the taglines all the products above go on inciting the male 
aspiration   towards   being   “as   powerful   as   tiger”   or   achieving   “a   roaring   sexual  
prowess   like   a   lion”   – the ultimate symbol of power and control in the world of 
nature. The lure is strengthened by another outrageous claim:  “A bullet can miss its 
target  but  our  capsules  won’t”  playing  on  the  trope  of  natural  and  man  made  symbol  
of power – “as  strong  as  a  tiger  and  as  effective  as  bullets.”   
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Moreover,   what   is   common   in   all   these   supposedly   “herbal   aids”   is   the  
guarantee of 100% cure sometimes offered on a stamp paper to give more credence. 
On top of that many offer money back option in case of unsuccessful outcome. Most 
importantly, along side the comparatively cheaper price range, what draws more 
customers for them is the protection of privacy.  Many of such leaflets come with 
options   where   one   can   describe   one’s   ailment   over   phone   and   get   the  medicine   by  
parcel  or  post,  in  which  case  the  customer’s  privacy  is  not  sacrificed.     
One interesting thing that stands out in these secret deals, however, is the 
recognition  of  women’s  desire  in  terms  of  physical  intimacy,  which  is  hardly  given  a  
consideration outside. It is the fear of men of not being able to satisfy their female 
partners that makes them seek these herbal treatments and entertain their almost 
impossible and fantastic claims. In contrast to the popular notion of women being a 
passive subject, to be acted on in a sexual encounter between man and woman in or 
outside   marriage,   here   women’s   satisfaction   emerges   as   the   primary driving force. 
These commotions at the netherworld of the city do belie its completely asexual 
public appearance where any articulation related to sex is tabooed and mere display 
of physical intimacy is frowned upon.  
Just like sexuality, there are superstitions and other denizens of this 
netherworld that circulate secretly and are never allowed a dominant space in the 
open. The cheap leaflets and posters are their bearers. For example, a poster titled 
“Solutions   as   per   Quran   and   Hadith,” discerned in many areas of Dhaka walls 
allegedly offers a way out of all problems in light of instructions of Quran and 
Hadith. The list of problems, however is a bizarre assemblage of wants and needs, 
inclusive   of   but   not   limited   to   getting   one’s   desired   partner   smitten by love, 
overcoming obstacles in business, controlling unmanageable children, treating 
infertility, making a failed marriage work, tracing a lost person, keeping safe from 
evil eyes among all. The  very  fact  that  these  “magical  healers”  exist,  operate  and  are 
popular among a section of the urban population points at many other probable 
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symbols, reference points and ordering principles at work other than the explainable 
logical order. 
With  a  tagline  “Nothing  is  impossible”  (in  English),  another  poster  caters to a 
different   aspirational   self   altogether.   The   problems   identified   are   “Do   you   want   to  
attract  your   loved  one’s  attention?”,  “Do  you  feel   that  your  spouse  doesn’t  consider  
you  smart?”,  “Do  you  feel  you  are  not  smart  enough?,” “It’s  possible  to  be  smart  in a 
saree or salwar kameez.”117 The upward mobile female with liquid assets through 
increasing participation in garment or other sectors is their target customer. The 
march of modernity and globalisation bring with them changes in life style and 
aspirations irrespective of economic class and social standing.  
Other   than   these,   there   are   customary  “to-lets”   “sub-let” and tuition-wanted 
or tuition-offered posters or those looking for room-mates on every other walls across 
localities. There are also some advertisements that offer different locality based 
services such as those by movers, publicity of events – cultural, political and 
religious, publicity of products and services to name a few. All compete for space on 
Dhaka walls, and at times oust each other in absence of any legal rights to that space. 
See Figure 23 below for an illustration of this palimpsestis nature of Dhaka walls: 
                                                             117 Traditional outfits for a grown up female across the country. 
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Figure 23: A Palimpsestic Dhaka wall 
 
8.5. What Do They Tell Us? 
After all, why should one even care to consider the chance discourse on the city? 
What new does it bring to the table that is already not there? I shall try to answer 
these two questions as a fitting conclusion to this chapter. The chance discourse on 
the city is important on four very important and interconnected grounds. 
First and foremost, against the parochial scope of the city of the book, the 
chance discourse can be a complementary source of knowledge about the city and 
quite comprehensive in its reach. This domain of the popular knowledge construction, 
made in the open and accessible to public are found to be more potent in reflecting 
the concealed and complex layers of the city – the lived and the imaginary city – than 
the formal discourse. The traffic art for example adequately captures the uniqueness 
of what it means to be urban in the context of Dhaka by giving space to the imaginary 
cities that its dwellers operationalise to negotiate the in-betweenness in which they 
find themselves that define urban experience for them. Similarly, the posters, leaflets 
and graffiti reverberate with the feel, texture and everyday concerns of the lived city 
that are never taken into account in the formal discourse. The personal signs and 
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symbols, desires and aspirations as well as the illogical and the unreasonable meaning 
making practices too find adequate expressions in these otherwise non-serious 
representations of the city. The billboards with their overwhelming and ubiquitous 
presence also record and disseminate what it means to live in the city with many 
intimate details of the everyday urban life that the city of the book has failed to grasp. 
Consequently, the city that permeates the chance discourse is more 
sociologically   enriched   and   thick   with   what   Pamuk   calls   the   “texture”   of   the   city.  
They tell us more about the people in the city than the city in isolation and provide 
clues to why the dwellers tend to behave the way they do – be it in the open or in the 
comfort   of   one’s   home.   Pamuk   was   absolutely   right   in   searching   for   his   intimate  
Istanbul in many unconventional sources that are not burdened with the authoritative 
task of making the city known to others. The formal discourse on the city carries this 
extra burden of what is representable and is restricted by their own vision of the city, 
which itself needs a thorough deconstruction. These atypical sources of knowledge, 
without this burden are free to represent anything and everything and this may draw 
both chaffs and grains but a discerning eye would only do good winnowing out the 
valuable from the stock. The city that emerges from the walls, leaflets and billboards 
carries the nuances, the messiness, the netherworld that have never been considered 
as significant if not completely disregarded in favour of the mappable and the orderly. 
The issues and concerns that surface these casual discourses are all too close to the 
city that one encounters everyday than the distant and selective representations of 
Dhaka in the official discourse. 
Third, what has repeatedly come into the foreground of this collection of 
popular discursive practices is not only the synchronous existence of the imaginary 
city with its physical counterpart, but more importantly how the city constantly 
“receives   its  forms  from  the  dessert  it  opposes”  (Calvino,  1974:18).    Contrary  to  the  
traditional idea of urban experience, interventions by these invisible cities and 
immaterial properties of the city in the daily lives of people are seen as constitutive of 
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regular urban experience as the traffic art attests. In fact, it is by taking recourse to the 
oneiric properties of the city, which have been much neglected in the official 
discourse that the dwellers negotiate the conundrums – disorder, chaos and anarchy – 
that have become synonymous with Dhaka city on a daily basis.  Thus, they tell us 
how so much of what we know as the city lies beyond the reach of logic and order, 
the only tools deployed in the formal discourse to make sense of the complex entity 
that the city is.  
The fourth important contribution of the chance discourse is in providing 
insights   into   some   of   the   aspects   of   the   dweller’s   negotiation   of   the   so-called 
“unlivable”   city   that  have   never  been  addressed  as   an  urban  phenomenon.  The   city  
that emerges from this atypical urban discourse is Calvinesque in nature in that it is 
more magical than realistic if we think of representation of the material city. But with 
all its surreal and fantastic and magical depictions it does relate to the aspirational city 
of dream and desire. By invoking the imaginary other city from a different spatial and 
temporal order, the city, especially in transport art tries to acknowledge and address 
the  present,  much  like  the  city  dwellers’  deployment  of  the  aspirational  other  city  as  a  
means to naturalise the dystopic present without rejecting the city. The 
acknowledgement of the present is manifested through the aesthetic ordering and the 
deliberate absence of those elements (including their own representation) that are 
known as corrupting influence. Contrary to the negative urban discourse found in the 
formal representation, these magical and fantastic foil cities do not vilify the present. 
They are born in reaction to the present anarchic city, yet in their aesthetic reordering, 
they remind the dwellers of the possibilities without inciting strong repulsion to the 
present. This popular art form thus mirrors not only the ordinary and common 
imagination and aspirations about the city but the mundane ways ordinary people who 
have no part to play in the order of things deal with it. 
Finally, the most important trait about the chance discourse in general is their 
self-reflexivity. A self-referential meta-discourse emerges from these trivial texts and 
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images, which is topical and rooted in the present conditions of the city. More 
importantly, juxtaposed with the self-effacing and self-distancing tendency of the 
formal discourse, it creates, even if very slightly so, the scope for public participation 
and engagement in the otherwise closed and specialised field that urban discourse has 
increasingly made out to be by its stake holders. It creates that rare space where 
decisions from above are weighed first hand from street level. The lack of enough 
CNGs on the road is to be stated on the CNG itself. If we go back to the general 
absence of rickshaws on the cityscapes that appear on rickshaw backplates, the same 
concern with the upset of order that rickshaws are blamed for comes to fore. The 
corroding education system is exposed by those who feed on that very system and are 
partially responsible for the overall disintegration. This self-referential quality is very 
important. Overtly seen, there is lot of humour and sarcasm involved in the depiction 
of the anarchic present, but that is only metaphoric. A careful and critical attention 
will perhaps reveal how this self-reflexivity is lacking in the official and direct 
discourse on the city. In an ideal setting this self-critique and mockery coming from 
the authority involved could make way for rectification by acknowledgement rather 
than self-denial and running away to a distant past. Thus, the chance discourse in 
general can be seen as a critique of the formal discourse on the city too. Had the 
formal discourse been self-reflexive, the representations of the city in them would not 
have been so detached and be more alive, even if a little messy, like the city they 
promise to represent.  
To sum up, the imaginary city that conditions all these representations is a 
city of order, albeit magical or fantastical. In the context of a disorderly and chaotic 
Dhaka, order, peace and harmony are the most desired urban constituents, which 
these discursive practices try to recreate and evoke through the other cities – the most 
common being the village and the past – with the aid of memory and imagination. 
The accidental discourse in the open is thus rich in the texture of Dhaka, which has 
always eluded the formal city. The non-specialist, chance discourse on the city is also 
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largely  reflective  of  the  ordinary  dweller’s  aspirations and dreams about the city and 
hence is no less resourceful than the authoritative accounts of the city. In their own 
way, they have been able to articulate the role of the oneiric and intangible properties 
of the city as integral constituents of  urban  life  and  the  urbanite’s  deployment  of  them  
for daily negotiation of his own place in the city. By doing so, they have also 




















What started out as an effort to make sense of a personal failing soon grew into an 
exercise in understanding a wild, spontaneous city where millions of people go about 
their lives with disregard to customary ordering aids and meaning making processes 
that are readily associated with the iconic living experiences of the city. For a 
researcher, Dhaka offers a series of contradictions right away. Negative popular 
perceptions of the city outnumber the positive, its material conditions hardly close to 
satisfactory, yet people do not forsake the city for any other in Bangladesh. Nothing 
works as expected in Dhaka, yet people survive, make sense of, negotiate and thrive 
in the city. Thus, the initial cursory exploration eventually took the form of a 
compelling intellectual quest to make sense of this apparent chaos, leading to the 
invisible mechanisms that people deploy to make this frenzy work for them. What 
does living in Dhaka mean for its dwellers? Does it call for different ways of making 
sense of the city than usual? How do they negotiate or naturalise the anarchy and the 
negativity around? What is it that the city conceals as aptly suggested by its name? 
These apparently disorganised questions gradually brought to light how the city is 
subjected to the mysterious ways our mind works – unpredictably, illogically, 
immeasurably, defying all the available and traditional toolkit for understanding the 
city.  
The nature of the queries called for a more socio-culturally inclined approach. 
The extant research yielded a firm foundation to build on. As outlined in Chapter 
Three, the city has been studied in its various capacities and the efforts were generally 
marked by a clear transition of focus from the physical to the extra physical that 
included but were not limited to the psychological and social understandings of the 
city. Informed by the existing scholarship on the psycho-social dimensions of the city, 
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the present study is anchored to an understanding of the city that sees it as essentially 
imaginary, and which following Pamuk and Calvino is as integral an aspect of the 
city   as   its   location   in   the   map,   if   not   more.   Following   Appadurai’s   (1996)  
observations on imagination and its permeation into the everyday social practice, and 
de   Certeau’s   (1984)   articulation on the power and politics of the everyday spatial 
practices, the study foregrounds the quotidian imaginative practices of the city 
dwellers to have a better grasp on what constitutes the urban social reality for 
different social types of Dhaka residents. The findings reveal how living in the city 
entails for its residents a constant negotiation with the immaterial associations of the 
city and taking recourse to imagination as an organising principle to make meaning 
and course though the city. Despite that, as most of the intangible associations of the 
city due to the inherent volatility and unpredictability remain resistant to any ordering 
impulse, they are seen as an unintended by product and their relation to the city as of 
secondary importance in the authoritative accounts of the city, which I call the city of 
the book. However, this negligence and failure to account for them in the legitimate 
accounts of the city does not make them any less real, nor does it negate the fact that 
city dwellers indulge in such inexplicable and disorderly means of negotiating their 
habitat as the key research findings below aptly demonstrate. 
9.1. The City of the Book as Parochial and Inadequate 
As the most fundamental step towards understanding the city, the research first and 
foremost investigates what is already given and manifest, i.e. the formal discourse on 
the city. It makes an attempt to uncover what is considered as intrinsically urban 
according to a wide range of authoritative accounts of the city – the city of the book. 
The data culled from these authoritative sources of knowledge about the city bring to 
light the parochial approach to the city inherent in the formal discursive practices. 
The formal city comes out as limited, definitive, distant and stagnant in their 
representation of the city and as rarely accommodative of the imaginary, oneiric and 
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softer properties of the same. It is due to their overall limited vision of the city as 
material space that they circulate a synecdochical city, prioritising only the visible, 
tangible, measurable, replicable and hence commercially profitable aspects of the 
city. Aided by their self proclaimed and authoritative role of representing the city, and 
the power of recurrence and visibility at their disposal, they become immensely 
influential in insinuating this substitution of a part of the city as a whole in the 
popular psyche, limiting the basic understanding of the city as a psycho-socio-cultural 
entity. 
A deterring effect of such limited understating of the city is the negative 
discourse that it proliferates, albeit unintentionally. Feeding on urban fears very often 
becomes a common marketing gimmick, which not only makes Dhaka a little less 
liveable and desirable, but aggravates the sense helplessness to a cataclysmic level in 
the psyche of common people. 
Another paradox inherent in the formal city is in its obsessive fondness for 
the golden past. It strongly foregrounds the historical city with an importance that 
neither  the  city’s  present  nor  the  future  has  been  accorded  to.  This  inordinate  love  and  
appreciation for the historical and factual past becomes extraneous in the face of the 
bleak present and uncertain future, for which the city authority is liable. Thus, many 
practitioners’ gripe against the formal city is that it has failed to provide a definite 
vision for a future Dhaka to aspire to, which could have propelled the city out of the 
quagmire it is in now.   
The most glaring contradiction lies in the discrepancy between the excessive 
prioritisation of the physical properties and the tacit recognition of the intangible 
associations   in   the   formal   discourse.   The   land   and   house   developers’   brochures  
analysed in Chapter Five demonstrate how the immaterial and oneiric associations are 
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deployed to further the commercially profitable ventures yet they remain secondary 
and are denied any room or importance in the official discourse on the city.  
9.2. The Everyday City of Imagination: Redefining Imageability  
Against the visual and physical formal city, the study uncovers a plethora of popular 
images of the city  that  are  informed  by  the  dwellers’  private  system  of  significations,  
set of priorities that make the city an improbable and unpredictable experience, things 
that always elude the grasp of the formal discourse. These images offer an important 
intersection where the physical and the supra physical properties of the city are 
simultaneously at play and make us see the affective nature of imagination as a social 
practice. Grounded in the actual material conditions of the city, these popular images 
are more reflective of the intimate city than the detached and stagnant city that the 
official discourse makes Dhaka to be. Even though, for analytical convenience these 
complex images are categorised under nine typologies, it is done with the awareness 
that that the list is never exhaustive. What these popular images contribute to the 
urban discussion is that they foreground the   city’s   individual nature and its 
malleability at the hands of the dwellers as crucial aspects of urban social reality that 
have never been addressed with corresponding seriousness by the formal discourse. 
The city when seen in this light defies and is liberated from any definitive or 
conceptual closures that are generically ascribed by the official urban discourse. 
Most importantly, these popular images reconfigure the idea of imageability, 
which is a concept based on the Western, gridded and planned city where physical 
structure can be made to be more accomodative of the mental place making processes 
of  the  city  dwellers.  Based  on  Lynch’s  (1960) canonical study, the idea was to make 
the physical city more legible to its dwellers by apprehending how they categorise 
and organise the city in their mind. However, looking at the strong images that 
surface the empirical findings on Dhaka, it is difficult to ignore how the extra 
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physical elements are operationalised by the city dwellers to make sense of and 
operate within the structural city. Infrastructure, the prime focus of the formal 
discourse is invested with personal meanings and abstractions by the city dwellers 
before they can be a part of their mental urbanscape. In other words, it is difficult to 
make the city legible based on the physical or infrastructural components alone.  One 
has to take in the cultural and social elements too. Therefore, it is worth examining 
these meaning making practises that hinged on the lived practices of the everyday city 
alongside the intended functions of the planners, which get reconfigured at the hands 
of the city dwellers.  
9.3. The Imaginary City  
One of the major methodological challenges of the present study was to make 
a pragmatic connection between the two apparently antithetical research loci – the 
city and imagination in order to make this available for critical scholarship. It is with 
this view that the city of the mind has been used as a unit of analysis. The initial 
queries were thus recast into the following: What constitutes this imagination of the 
city? Does   the   imaginary   city   have   any   bearing   on   the   dweller’s   everyday   urban  
living? To what extent is imagination   being   employed   to   reconstruct   the   dwellers’  
experiences of and relationship to urban space? 
Drawing empirical data from three predominant social types of dwellers from 
Dhaka, the research findings clearly demonstrate how the imaginary city is an 
embedded reality than an isolated individual emotional response to the city. 
Informants’  narratives  about  the  city  revealed  three  significant  imaginary  cities  that  
are interconnected by their common operational modality – difference and absence. 
The physical city of Dhaka is found to be conditioned by the deserts it opposes – the 
idyllic village, the golden past and the mythic villager. It is from them that the 
dweller conjures up a diasporic and often epic journey, which is more emotional than 
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physical, producing what Appadurai  (1996)  terms  “mythographies”  of hope, terror, 
despair etc. by the force of imagination in the form of desire and memory (7). Both 
the remembered city from yester years and the ruralised city are found to be in 
constant dialectic with the present metropolis, which according to popular perception 
has fallen from its grace both temporally and spatially. There is a constant presence of 
these  absences  in  the  dwellers’  lives,  and  they  are  as  much  a  part  of  the  daily  urban  
life as the material city itself.  
The third popular imaginary of the city  that  directly  conditions  people’s  
behaviour is dispositional. Dhaka is perceived by many as a cruel city that lacks 
fellow  feelings.  This  perception  drives  people’s  actions  in  ways  more  than  one.  For  
example, some migrants get extra cautious in sourcing out and forging sodalities 
based  on  shared  grounds,  the  most  common  being  one’s  native  village  or  region  as  if  
in anticipation of or to counter that imagined cruelty and lack of sympathy in Dhaka. 
The proverbial Dhakaiya camaraderie among the old towners is also overtly played 
out against the imaginary cold and indifferent urbanites in New Dhaka. Some 
dwellers, on the other hand welcome an insular existence within comfort bubbles, 
over which they have full control. The imaginary city, thus quite subtly influences the 
dwellers’  actions  in  the  physical  city,  making  it  what  it  is  and  determining  their  own  
place in it. In societies like Dhaka where people are constantly presented with 
complex living situations, where they have to improvise and nothing is given, these 
immaterial and invisible cities become operational in generating subjective positions, 
which in the long run determine the social reality and the dynamics of urban life for 
them. Seen in this light the imaginary city is no less real than the so called real city. 
9.3.1. Overcoming Negativity 
Probing further as to why the residents nurture these imaginary other cities, the 
research finds how the imaginary city is a constant presence in the mind of Dhaka 
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dwellers, and which remains the driving force for many of their actions in the 
material city that physically surround them. To be more precise, the city of the mind 
performs a catalytic function that helps dwellers naturalise the over bearing 
negativities inherent in the urban environment and the discursive practices in general. 
Among the dwellers, the dislocated migrants118 turn to these imaginary cities for 
solace, emotionally restoring their link with their aspirational home, family etc. 
whereas the disgruntled residents119 turn to them to ameliorate the disturbing present. 
That is how a majority of people negotiate the negativity that surrounds them. 
Invisible these cities may be but they maintain a strong presence in the minds of city 
dwellers and inform important choices and decisions they make, which in turn shape 
the urban experience for them. Thus, the research findings clearly show how these 
invisible, and imaginary other cities without having any material presence in the city 
are a vital part of the city. Not only are they an embedded urban social reality, they 
are deployed by the urbanites as part of their adaptive tool kit for negotiating the city.  
Thus  using  the  imaginary  “other  cities”  as  a  speculative  method,  this  research  
has been able to broaden the reach of urban discourse by bringing under critical 
attention the intimate city in its analytical capacities that are generally neglected in 
the dominant discursive approaches to the city.   
9.4. The Chance Discourse: Knowledge Made in the Open  
Out of dissatisfactions with the city of the book in containing and representing the 
city, the research probed further into the realm of the popular and everyday 
construction of knowledge and uncovered a treasure trove for complementary sources 
of knowledge about the city. They are non-specialist and casual,   thick   in   Dhaka’s  
texture nonetheless. These discourses in the open have a fortuitousness about them.                                                              118 Refers to the migrants who have been dislocated from their ancestral homes for various reasons and hence, always harbour a longing for the home from which they have been disconnected physically. The city always remains a temporary dwelling for them. 119 Refers to residents across social types that are dissatisfied with the city on many grounds yet cannot leave the city for the absence of a better choice. 
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The city is never their primary focus, yet the intimate city of everyday flickers 
through them with more affective and immaterial associations than any official 
discourse could ever accommodate. Popular cultural products like traffic art, graffiti, 
billboards, leaf-lets, posters etc. contain clues to both the lived and imaginary cities 
narrated by the informants and many more affective associations of the city.  
Many of these somewhat casual texts are important not only for being what 
Andreas  Huyssen  calls   “sites  of   encounters  with  other   cities,” but they also provide 
valuable   insights   into   the   dwellers’   negotiation   of   the   city  which   is   less   by   reasons  
and logics of the predictable hard city and more by the mysterious rules of nostalgia, 
aspiration, dreams, memory etc. that are still denied a legitimate space in the 
authoritative urban discourse (2008: 5).  
One last intervention that these frivolous texts make is that they raise an 
important question about what could be a more inclusive mode of representing the 
city. As both the formal and the informal discourse have shown, journalistic realism 
has not been very effective in accommodating a nuanced and comprehensive 
understanding of the city and risked generating an anti-urban discourse instead. The 
unpopularity  of   the  realistic  depiction  of   the  woes  and  problems   in  “Dhakay  Thaki”  
came across as too much of reality bites to the readers. The rickshaw painters’  
conscious  choice  of  not  painting  the  “real  Dhaka”  is  also  telling  in  this  regard.  What  
they do instead is addressing the aspirational city, carefully reordering the present in 
the mould of that vision, removing every bit of adulterant that may compromise the 
purity of the vision. Thus, using filters in the forms of fantasy, magic etc. they make 
the  anarchic  city  negotiable,  much  like   the  dwellers’  way  of   living   in   the  city.  They  
bring to light how reason, logic order alone may not be the only ways for the dwellers 
to configure and construct their relationship to urban space and to negotiate the urban 
world. Therefore, the urban discourse in general will only do good to make space for 
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quotidian imaginative practices as legitimate ways to enhance the knowledge of the 
city.  
9.5. Locating the city  
The imaginative practices of the quotidian in the urban context have significant 
impact on the general understanding of the city. The imaginary Dhakas, as foil cities 
have pointed out how what is formally circulated as the city is significantly limited 
and how so much more lie outside this curtailed vision. Consequently, the research 
findings outlined in Chapter Seven and Eight make explicit the shortcomings inherent 
in theories and perspectives of the city that are contingent upon the continued 
prominence of physical and visual properties as the legitimate city. Therefore, to 
think of the urban experience without its intangible and often disorderly associations, 
as is wont in the local urban discursive practices, is doomed to be a flawed one, a 
half-truth.  This realisation calls for a reconceptualisation of what we know as the city 
and what we call the real. Contrary to an orderly, logical and readable reality, the city 
is subjected to a cross cutting flow of realities that are messy, illogical and 
unmappable by the common sociological toolkit. It is true that imaginaries have been 
part of urban theorising for a long time, yet due to their unmappability they remain 
fuzzy as ever and never consolidate into a substantive way of seeing the city. If urban 
discourse is geared towards making the experience of living in the city better for its 
dwellers, the city of the mind needs to be examined with more care to unearth the 
aspirations of its dwellers. Imagination practised in everyday activities in the present 
time works as a staging ground for action, generating agency. Thus, it acts as a major 
force  constitutive  of  social  reality  as  aptly  manifested  in  the  urbanite’s  deployment  of  
the imaginary cities in negotiating the hard city.  
In this changed urban conditions then, the so called real city is no longer the 
actual experience of the city in real time and space but reconfigured as a strange 
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mixture of fact and fiction, actual experience and what it incites, probable and 
improbable, past and present, dreams and aspirations all at once. In other words, in 
this revised understanding the line demarcating the imaginary and the so-called real is 
rendered pellucid. 
9.6. Postscript: Way Forward 
With this research I have consciously tried to address some gaps in the existing urban 
scholarship on Dhaka, a primate city from the developing world and challenged some 
taken for granted notions about the city in urban studies in general. As my review of 
the local scholarship in Chapter Three outlines, too many material problems in the 
city and its sustained lower ranks in international indexes of varied sorts have 
naturalised the notion of urban discourse as problem oriented and prescriptive in 
character. Amidst these, the experiences that are not necessarily problematic in those 
scales have never received enough critical attention.  Such discursive practices 
become self defeating and stun the growth of creative thinking, which is all the more 
necessary for the future of cities like Dhaka, if it is to break free of this vicious cycle 
of prescriptive theorisation.  
I believe this exploratory research will contribute, however minimally to spur 
the growth of constructive debates about the taken for granted, resulting in fresh and 
innovative theorisation on the city. Drawing on a research framework from literature, 
bringing in an inter-Asia reference, prioritising the popular construction of knowledge 
than that of the specialist, this interdisciplinary study also hopes to break new grounds 
both in the field of general urban studies and in the local scholarship on Dhaka. By 
probing into these new sites of formation and circulation of knowledge about the city, 
I hope to have uncovered a rich ground for further research in the field too.  
Against the reductive, statistical city, the study prioritised the city of the mind 
with all its porosity as a crucial urban phenomenon and an analytical tool. Making the 
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often neglected, yet crucial aspects of urban experiences available for scholastic 
attention, it thus calls for a more nuanced understanding of what we know as the 
urban in general. I hope this will pave the way for more researches in the field that 
will be more sensitive towards the psycho-social and cultural aspect of the city that 
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